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    The cave opening was wide, though not tall. Kestrel had to stoop, and he went down on one knee to stop at the entrance and look out upon the dangerous new world he was about to enter.


    The cave he was in was high upon a hillside, looking down a long valley that ran for miles before it turned out of sight. The surrounding hillsides were covered in trees, while a dry stream bed ran down the center of the valley.


    The sun was visible, and it was high in the sky. Kestrel stared at the sun in astonishment. The reddish tint in the daylight he had seen did not come from a rising sun whose yellow light had been filtered by the morning atmosphere – it came from a pair of small red suns that were side-by-side in the overhead sky, casting an ominous, unsettling color scheme over all the lands he could see.


    Down at the far end of the valley he saw movement, and realized with shock that it was a group of sprites, walking in a slow shuffling manner, surrounded by larger beings who appeared to be escorting or guarding the sprites, though whether in a friendly or unfriendly manner he couldn’t tell.


    The sprites usual bluish color was more of a purple tint under the red suns, but the escorts’ color was bright red. They were disturbing to look at – they seemed to be the very real personification of the monsters that all elf children had grown up fearing. The escorts had long tails with pointed ends, and small horns jutting from their foreheads. At the front of the group walked a member of a third race, a very large being with muddy-colored skin, and few other distinguishable features that Kestrel could detect at the distance between them.


    The sprites had obviously been met or caught almost immediately after leaving the cave entrance, and Kestrel wondered if the cave was kept under observation to allow any traveler to be instantly intercepted. He cautiously tried to observe the surrounding area in the near-vicinity of the cave mouth, to see if any guards stood ready to pounce, but most of the nearby terrain was simply unviewable without leaving the cave.
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  Prologue


  


  In “The Healing Spring” we met Kestrel, a young elf whose heritage was one quarter human. Kestrel was a rarity among the elves in the Eastern Forest; there were few residents who had ever seen humans, let alone had any human bloodlines, and Kestrel suffered discrimination as a result of his heritage.


  Yet somehow Kestrel was chosen to be a special champion by deities from both the human and elven pantheons of gods. And as a reward for his special status, the human goddess Kai created a rainstorm at Kestrel’s request, in order to put out a great forest fire and save the elves’ forest from destruction.


  Impressed by Kestrel’s ability, his superiors in the elven guard sent him to the elven capitol, Center Trunk. On the way, Kestrel visits a hidden spring where the water has magic healing properties, and at the spring he meets and rescues, Dewberry, a member of the mythical race of sprites.


  In Center Trunk, Kestrel is assigned to learn all the skills needed to spy upon the humans who at war with the elves, and then he is tricked into accepting cosmetic surgery that makes him look like a human.


  Despite his misgivings and distrust of the elven leadership, Kestrel goes along with the plan, and goes out on his first mission. He meets a human family in the forest, and saves them by slaying the yeti that attacks them. He then escorts the survivors back to the human city of Estone, where he has to strive to maintain his false human persona. Disturbingly, he comes to find that he is comfortable as a human, and has strong feelings for Merilla, the pretty human widow he has rescued from the yeti’s attack.


  Kestrel travels back and forth, from the human to the elven cultures, trying to determine where he fits in. The decision isn’t an easy one to make, as he begins to rise in the eyes of the humans, where he seems to fit in more comfortably than he does among the elves.


  But his comfort in the city of Estone is shattered when he confronts the evil of Uniontown, a distant, malevolent human kingdom who is attempting to infiltrate Estone with its alien gods and hostile culture. Kestrel faces the ambassador from Uniontown in a fatal clash at the royal palace of Estone. He wins the battle, but learns that Uniontown is a force of great evil, and that the goddesses will expect him to devote all his future efforts to defeating the threatening alien culture of the southern land.


  In the second book of the series, “The Yellow Mansion”, Kestrel suffers a setback when the Estonian ship he is on sinks in the wintery North Sea, and Kestrel is forced to trudge across the treacherous Water Mountains, where he is befriended by a village of gnomes and lives among them through the winter.


  When springtime comes, Kestrel leaves the mountains and emerges in the northern reaches of Graylee, the human kingdom he originally sought to reach. Kestrel enters the lands of a noble family, and through a heroic service he provides to the younger generation, becomes a companion to Philip and Margo, the heirs to the estate, as well as their visiting friends Creata and his sister Picco, whose family owns an estate in southern Graylee.


  Kestrel travels to the capital with his new friends, still posing and passing as a human, but at their residence in Graylee City he is horrified to learn that his elven friend Lucretia, presumed dead in the war, is alive and mistreated as a slave in the same house he stays in. Kestrel secretly liberates Lucretia, who is injured in body and soul, sending her home to the Eastern Forest.


  His friends Dewberry and Jonson leave to go on a quest in a strange land, where they hope to find a weapon that will defeat the monster lizards that have moved into the Swampy Morass, and Kestrel no longer has the unlimited assistance that he has previously received from his blue friends. He goes on a quest of his own, directed by the gods, to set free Hydrotaz humans held captive in Graylee, and does so, then accompanies the freed captives back to Hydrotaz, but finds that the humans there remain prejudiced against elves, even one who has done them a favor.


  Kestrel finally journeys back to the Eastern Forest, and is nearly victimized by treachery there; he finds that Silvan and Giardell are banished, and Alicia is imprisoned, while Lucretia is still emotionally paralyzed by her experience in Graylee. Kestrel takes on the forces of evil in Center Trunk and wins, setting the princess free in a pitched battle in and around the palace. As a reward, Kestrel is named the Warden of the Marshes, and given the honors, lands, and riches that go with the noble title, then directed to go back among the humans and carry on his campaign on behalf of the elves.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 1—The Race Across the Plains


  


  Kestrel sat on the turf of the windy plain and cried, as the stalks of grass rustled in the breeze.


  He’d just had to kill his horse, his wonderful, faithful horse Chestnut, who had carried him across Hydrotaz, through and around the Eastern Forest, and much of the way back into Hydrotaz again. For several weeks he and the horse had been companions. Together they had practically circled around the elven kingdom in the forest, visiting the west the east and the south, as Chestnut had served Kestrel while the elf carried out a number of duties.


  When they had left Center Trunk weeks earlier, Kestrel, Chestnut, and Alicia had taken Lucretia to her home village, Kerbeen in the eastern forest, and seen that she settled in to rejoin her family in a place where she could regain her taste for life. Kestrel had hopes for a likely success, based on seeing a spark of life animate Lucretia in the aftermath of the coup attempt in Center Trunk.


  Then, after a day of meeting Lucretia’s family, visiting her village, and showing off the horse, he and Alicia had left Lucretia in the calm, quiet village, to run and ride the seemingly endless distance across the southeastern territory of the elven forest, to reach the city of Oaktown. At the end of the long journey, Alicia and Kestrel had found Giardell and Silvan tensely living together in their isolated, cozy place of exile on the outskirts of the city, and the four of them had gone to the manor of the ruling Warden in the city, a large, opulent structure that had been given to Kestrel by King Standoll, as a reward for Kestrel’s valiant leadership to prevent a coup; an opening chapter in the fight against the coup had been Kestrel’s battle against the former possessor of the Oaktown mansion, Sir Chandel, who had turned out to be a rebellious elven follower of the Uniontown gods.


  The reunion between Alicia and Silvan, her husband, taking place at the same time as her reunion with Giardell, her lover, and Silvan’s bodyguard, had been tense. Kestrel had considered trying to mediate, and then decided to simply stay out of all the dynamics of the tangled relationship the three needed to resolve as a result of the liaison in which Giardell and Alicia had betrayed Silvan.


  The four of them spent a handful of days at the mansion, as Kestrel asserted his authority over the building and its staff, and the community around it. He stayed away from the uneasy interactions of troubled threesome, and focused on carefully accepting the reins of power in his new domain. He found those figurative reins, and found them laying unused and available for him to grasp, in a fashion. Under the cruel control of Chandel, the previous Warden, all the local people had feared being punished if they showed too much initiative. The men and women who occupied leadership positions in the community consequently hesitated, and then meekly obeyed his request that they come to his mansion to meet him.


  Kestrel altered their fearful expectations. He told them he expected them to run their own community and lives. He did so not by threats and bullying as Chandel had viciously done before Kestrel; instead he offered to let the people of the community rule their own lives, provided they followed basic rules that he laid down. The people responded timidly and tentatively, but Kestrel decided to trust them to come to suitable arrangements, and then he announced that he had to move on. Together Silvan, Alicia, Kestrel and Giardell began the long journey up the road to return to Center Trunk. Kestrel left behind only two firm instructions: that all relations with the water imps of the Swampy Morass, if any, were to be peaceful, and he re-emphasized that issue before he left Oaktown; and then he gave his second set of instructions – all questions of governance that the people could not decide among themselves were to be submitted in writing to Silvan. Kestrel did not inform Silvan of that provision until well after they left the estate.


  Silvan had ridden on Chestnut on the ride back to Center Trunk, as the others ran alongside the horse at the typical fast pace the elves used. Kestrel didn’t know what amenable relations had been settled among the members of the love triangle he traveled with, but all three members seemed at peace with whatever they had decided. He chose not to ask about any of it; he had his own complex relations with Alicia and Silvan to work out, and he didn’t want the dynamics of his interactions with either of them to become a part of their other entanglement.


  Kestrel realized that his relationship with Alicia was quite likely to grow less complex and less necessary henceforth, and he felt mixed emotions over that. With the ring the goddess Kai had given him to alter his appearance, he no longer had to anticipate making regular trips to Alicia to have his ears and eyebrows surgically altered. In one sense, he would miss having that reason to visit her as a patient, a patient whom she took special interest in. But he would not miss the temptation she seemed to represent – an alluring, beautiful woman who he had come to know very well, but who was married, and who had been willing to deceive him the very first time they had met. Yet because of her surgical brilliance, Kestrel suspected that he very well might see her again for treatment, for himself after future altercations, or for his friends the sprites, who he had sent to Alicia (or brought Alicia to) more than once for medical treatment, and in such visits he would still find himself drawn to her warm friendship and seeming vulnerability.


  “Colonel Silvan,” he had spoken to Silvan on the third day of their trip from Oaktown to Center Trunk.


  “Yes, Lord Kestrel?” Silvan asked, delighted by the opportunity to speak Kestrel’s title aloud to Kestrel’s discomfort, unaware that Kestrel was about to have the last laugh.


  “As you know, I am going to be leaving the forest to travel among the human kingdoms for some time to come,” Kestrel stated what they both knew well already.


  “Yes?” Silvan looked at him curiously, wondering why he was stating the obvious.


  “And the people who I am now the liege over will need guidance as they adjust to their lives not spent under the heel of Sir Chandel’s tyranny,” Kestrel explained. “They will have questions from time to time about how to govern themselves, and how to resolve disputes.


  “So I’ve instructed them to write down their questions and problems, so that they can send them to you, and you can answer them in my absence,” Kestrel explained as he continued to jog along beside the horse, looking straight ahead at the road before them, so that Silvan wouldn’t see the smile that was spread across his face.


  “Kestrel!” Silvan exploded with more emotion than Kestrel had ever seen.


  “That’s Lord Kestrel,” the running guardsman primly corrected the officer.


  “Whoever you are, you’re not going to trap me into doing your dirty work drudgery!” Silvan roared.


  “Who else can my people turn to?” Kestrel asked piteously, and he swore that Chestnut nickered in laughter at his humor.


  And now, weeks later, he wept as he recollected the memory of the horse’s laughter.


  Kestrel felt guilty for Chestnut’s fatal injury, the one that had necessitated his unhappy act of mercy. The two were riding on an empty road in an empty sector of northern Hydrotaz, and the road was visible for miles and miles ahead in the gently rolling prairie they were crossing. It was evident that the road took a great, looping curve to the north and then cut back to the south, and it was evident that they could cut a fair amount of distance off their journey by leaving the road and cutting due west across the rolling hills. So with a tug on his reins, Kestrel had pulled Chestnut away from the road, and they had started to take a shortcut across the empty countryside.


  Halfway along Kestrel’s shortcut, as they galloped with fulfilling pleasure, both of them enjoying the feel of the wonderful, reckless freedom of uninhibited movement, the breeze blowing in their faces, Chestnut’s hoof had plunged deep into a gopher hole, and the bones of his leg had instantly, sickeningly snapped, sending Kestrel flying through the air as Chestnut flipped in the air in the other direction and landed on his back. Chestnut had thrashed and screamed in pain; Kestrel had risen from the ground in a daze, until Chestnut’s agony had penetrated his addled brain.


  Kestrel had sprinted over to Chestnut and stroked his horse’s head and neck, trying to calm his friend, as he watched the foreleg bend and twist in an unnatural way that made his stomach turn, regretting what it meant for Chestnut.


  And so he sat next to the finally peaceful animal, knowing that the pain was at an end, and he cried. The wind felt chilly, and the sunshine was weak, so that his tears left cool tracks along his cheek. He sat on the grass for several pensive minutes, then took a deep breath, wiped his face, and set about preparing to move on. He unbuckled the saddle straps to set Chestnut’s body free of encumbrance, then pulled his saddlebags away, and knelt again by Chestnut’s head.


  “Please take Chestnut’s spirit to green pastures and sunny skies, where he can be lord of his herd with many mares,” Kestrel prayed to Kai. He didn’t know that horses’ spirits went to an afterlife, but it was worth seeking any possible favor for his friend.


  With a sigh, Kestrel opened the saddlebags and sorted through them, reducing their contents to the most basic and necessary items. With the load lightened, he hefted the saddlebags up onto his shoulders, then began running across the open prairie, trying not to think about the horse he left behind as he headed towards the road to the north. He ran cautiously; he would not risk injuring himself upon the untamed prairie surface, he decided, belatedly aware of the risk of freakish injury that the land held.


  Nightfall came just a few hours later. Kestrel was back upon the road, and just pulling up to stop for the night where the road crossed a deep swale, where a ribbon of dwarfish trees were strung out in a line along the bottom of the dip in the land, when he heard the howl of a wolf, very nearby. Seconds later another wolf called in answer from a different location, just as close. Either the first wolf responded, or a third one added its throaty call to the chorus. Kestrel decided that the small trees in the swale provided far too little opportunity for safety, so he set his tired legs in motion, and began to run again. He told himself that he would run for hours more, if necessary, to get beyond the range of the pack of wolves that apparently lived in that sector of the northern plains, though he hoped that only a short distance would suffice to place him clear of the wolves’ territory.


  As he began to run he heard the sound of paws nearby, and as he glanced back he was disturbed to see the two wolves he had heard were only the vocal members of a pack that was much larger in size, and that was in pursuit of him. Wolves were easily loping along at a pace no slower than his own; there were wolves closing in from the right and left, as well as those directly behind him on the road. There were none in front of him however, and so he redoubled his speed, pushing his legs to propel him faster so that he could open up space between himself and the wolves.


  He wished there were tall trees, trees he could climb into as safe harbors, the way elves always relied on their trees for safety. The trees would be a welcome refuge, because despite his increased speed, he was unable to pull away from the pursuing wolves. The sound of their loping paws striding through the long grass, and the occasional howl or yip of an excited hunter stayed close on his heels. His legs, worn from his long journey already during the day, grew weary and painful as the minutes of flight stretched into hours. The crescent moon rose behind him in the east, and still the wolves followed him.


  Kestrel’s mind tried to fathom what would cause such unusual behavior by the wolves. They had chased him far beyond the typical range through which a pack would pursue quarry, and he wasn’t large enough to warrant such attention in any event – there wasn’t enough meat on him to feed many of the canines, not like an elk or a buffalo would have. Yet there were perhaps a score of the wolves not only following after him mile after mile, but they had even managed to reduce the lead he held in the race.


  He stumbled suddenly, as the character of the ground changed dramatically from one step to another, changing from springy turf to hard, uneven, rocky soil. He began to lose his balance, and flailed his arms as his legs strode wildly, searching for equilibrium while his momentum flung him forward, and his face dropped closer to the ground as he tried with all his efforts to remain upright.


  Just as he began to realize that he was going to pitch forward onto the ground, making himself vulnerable to the fangs of his followers, he heard a series of yelps and squeals from the pursuing wolves; the cries were full of genuine pain and surprise. He heard the sounds of the cries go on and on and on, for several seconds, before he heard them no longer as he crashed to the ground and rolled forward in the stony dirt through several somersaults, then scrambled up in panic as one hand went to his belt to grab his knife.


  His eyes looked around wildly as he stood. They registered the scene that surrounded him, and his jaw dropped in astonishment, as his feet shuffled on the pebbly surface while he slowly turned a full rotation to observe the full circle of his predicament.


  The wolves were stopped, ranged around him in a wide arc. An unseen circle seemed to follow the border of the changed surface of the plain; the wolves stood on the grass and looked inward at the barren soil upon which Kestrel stood. The wolves stood upon the springy, grassy turf that extended for miles in all directions, while he stood on the ground that, even in the dim light cast by the crescent moon that was crossing the sky, was noticeably lighter than the turf, as well as harder, stonier, and littered with boulders, potholes, and other irregularities across its surface.


  The animals watched him looking at them, their tongues hanging from grinning mouths as they all stood and examined him from their various positions. Some continued to move slowly along the perimeter of the stony circle, pressing against the unseen barrier that that was the only thing protecting Kestrel from being devoured by the two dozen animals that had inexplicably pursued him so diligently. The size of the arc the wolves were lining indicated to Kestrel the likely size of his refuge, apparently a full circle that, if it went the full width of the way around him, must be over a quarter of a mile wide.


  Kestrel began to move away from the near side, the side he had stumbled into, heading towards the center of the safe harbor, and he noticed that the pack of wolves split apart, half going around on either side of the inexplicably protected circle to watch his progress, some moving faster, while others lagged, so that they began to establish themselves as sentinels that were spaced apart around the full perimeter of his domain.


  When he reached the center of the circle Kestrel stopped and looked all about him. The wolves were widely spread, leaving gaps between themselves, gaps that tempted him to consider dashing away. But he intuitively recognized that in the time it would take him to move from the center of his sphere to any spot along the edge that he chose to breach, many of the wolves would be able to congregate upon his location. And even if by some miracle he were able to spring past the pack, he would only be thrown back into the situation he had just escaped, a long-running marathon of pursuit by claws and fangs that would stay on his trail without pause.


  Kestrel looked up at the stars in the sky above. He was one day too late, one miserable, stupid day too late to call upon the sprites for help. The previous day had been the winter solstice, which meant that no sprite would be able to travel by their extraordinary means; they were grounded for the next quarter of the year due to some solar phenomena that blocked their travels, and so he could not look forward to that easy means of rescue. Kestrel hadn’t talked to Reasion or any sprite since their help in Center Trunk, when they had rescued Princess Elwean and him from attack along the riverside, and he suddenly felt conscious of how much he would miss the small blue people for the next few months. Not just at the present moment because of the potential escape they offered, but he missed Reasion’s quiet, faithful affection, and most of all he missed Dewberry’s infectious, boisterous love of life and friendship.


  A bright green shooting star suddenly pulled his thoughts back to the present moment, as he watch the flash of light cross much of the sky in a brief fraction of a second, and then he heard the wolves yip and cry out from every location they patrolled. He stared in disbelief and fear, as the entire collection of predators began to creep forward cautiously, breaching the boundary of Kestrel’s safety. He pulled out his knife, aware that he was once again at the mercy of and surrounded by over two dozen wolves.


  He picked a wolf at random, then threw his enchanted knife at the chosen animal, and watched the starlight glint off the twirling blade as it flew on a sure line towards his target. The knife struck the animal in the chest, and the wolf cried a short, moaning howl, then collapsed to the ground, as the rest of the pack charged closer to Kestrel.


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel called immediately, as he saw the dead wolf’s momentum carry its body forward, rolling upon the dusty ground and scant grass for a few feet, while Kestrel’s weapon freed itself and began to soar back to Kestrel.


  He waited impatiently as he saw the wolves draw closer to him on all sides, until the knife reached his hand. It had flown at the same sure, quick pace it always used, but in Kestrel’s dire circumstances it seemed as though the knife was traveling through molasses, not crisp, night-time air.


  He reared back to throw the knife again, when he stopped in astonishment and held the knife in his hand behind his head.


  The wolves had stopped again. Every one of them had reached a point, all the points equidistant from Kestrel, at which they had stopped again. His protected circle of territory still existed, but it appeared to have shrunk to only half the width it had previously possessed.


  Kestrel was still safe, for some unknown period of time. The wolves still encircled him, and now were far closer together to one another, as well as closer to him. There were no tempting gaps around his perimeter now, no open spots that he could contemplate to use as an escape hatch. And now, even worse, he couldn’t feel confident that the circle would continue to protect him. The sudden, discomforting collapse of the inexplicable barrier created a disquieting sensation in Kestrel that he couldn’t imagine feeling any worse.


  He tossed the knife, releasing it from its position behind his ear, and watched in satisfaction as one of the wolves fell to the blade. “Lucretia,” he called, while idly struck by the notion that maybe the blade shouldn’t keep the name of the woman who turned out to be alive after all.


  “Pay attention,” he berated himself, as the knife handle struck his palm unexpectedly. He looked at another wolf, and tossed the knife again. The wolf howled in pain as it too sank to the ground when struck by Lucretia, and suddenly Kestrel saw that he had the beginning of an opening forming among the guardians that surrounded and imprisoned him. He recalled the knife and tossed it again, felling a fourth member of the pack, the third in one section of the circle around him, and suddenly he felt confident that he could open up a hole to dart through before the next time the circle shrunk.


  “Lucretia, come back,” he called again, and grabbed the knife as it flew back to his hand. The sky above seemed to brighten, and he looked up to see another of the bright green falling stars flashing across the heavens, only, as he watched, the green trail didn’t disappear after a fraction of a second, but it grew shorter while continuing to flare. Kestrel had a brief impression that the green line was fore-shortening as it changed direction in the sky and began to fall straight downward, rather than streaking towards the horizon.


  The green light continued to hang in the sky for seconds, growing brighter and shorter, until Kestrel realized it was falling directly towards him. After several moments of standing in stunned disbelief, he watched the silent green light fragment into four small streaks of light that each plunged to the earth immediately around him. They landed without noise or explosions or apparent impact, but each landed on the bodies of the wolves he had already slain with Lucretia. The bodies were illuminated in a blaze of verdant light, then darkness returned to the empty plain, while Kestrel blinked his eyes to try to restore his night vision.


  He noticed a peculiar movement several yards beyond the boundary of his safe spot, then realized with horror that it was the first wolf he had slain, its body rising and beginning to stagger towards him with a jerky, rambling motion. Shocked, startled, and fearful, Kestrel observed the wolf walking towards the protective circle that he stood within, its eyes glowing with the same unearthly green glow that had dropped from the sky.


  Moments later, he saw another movement out of the corner of his eye, and whirled to see the other dead wolves also rise from the spots where they had died after his knife had stabbed each of them. Their eyes also took on the unearthly glow, and Kestrel tried to swallow his fear as he realized that the pursuit by the wolves was even more sinister than he had realized, aided by a frighteningly powerful force. Just as the realization dawned on him, there was another green fireball that streaked across the sky, and suddenly the wolves began to close in upon his position again, as his protective circle collapsed; the animals ran with vigor, even the re-animated dead ones, closing rapidly upon his position.


  Kestrel felt himself break out in a fearful sweat, and he hurled his knife at the first wolf his eyes spotted, determined to take as many of them to the grave with him as possible, even if their visit was only temporary, unlike his was likely to be. “Lucretia, return,” he called, and felt the knife land back in his hand, just as he saw the circle of wolves screech to a halt once again, each only about fifty yards away from where he stood.


  The green falling stars were a part of the entrapment, that was clear. Each time the emerald light had flashed through the sky, something had happened – the protective circle had been reduced in half, then roughly cut in half again, going from almost a quarter mile in width to about one hundred yards wide. And the dead wolves had come back to life; they were still evident now with their eerie green eyes that glowed as they sat in their respective spots among the circle of wolves that closely surrounded him. Every green falling star brought his demise closer, and it was only a matter of time before the star would fall that would either remove his protection entirely, or at least shrink it to the point that the wolves would be able to sink their teeth into him.


  There was still a great deal of darkness left before the dawn broke, if dawn could even be hoped to provide some relief from his predicament. As he considered the possibility that the dawn would somehow scatter the wolves and save his life, another green star fell lazily through the sky for a long second, and the wolves closed in towards him again, the circle shrinking by half once again. The wolves were disturbingly close now, all of them, so close together now that Kestrel could hear them panting, could see starlight gleam off of individual fangs in the mouths of some wolves.


  He began to calculate how to run for a desperate escape. With the next green falling star, the distance from him to the wolves would shrink to about twenty five yards in every direction. He could attempt to run directly at the wolves, then hurdle over them, hoping to lift himself high enough above the heads of the animals to safely jump over them cleanly; afterwards, if he landed safely, he would just have to run with every ounce of energy and effort he had – run as though his life depended on it, as his life literally would.


  There was another bright flash of light in the sky, and Kestrel crouched reflexively as he looked up, expecting to see another green falling star streak across the field of sparkling lights in the sky. Instead, to his complete shock, he saw a small, bright red round circle flaming steadily in the sky overhead, seeming to grow in size. As it grew, it developed into a ring, a narrow ring of red flames with a wide opening in the middle, and Kestrel was unable to tell if the phenomena was growing in the night sky, or dropping down, appearing to grow larger as it fell closer to the earth.


  Then, with a sudden rush the ring of fire ceased to be a celestial phenomenon, high overhead, and became a part of the landscape of Kestrel’s prairie, as the flames dropped instantaneously down to ground level, surrounding the uncomprehending elf with intense heat and light that caused him to close his eyes, cover his face, and crouch down into a ball on the ground. He heard a momentary chorus of yelps, and then the only sound he heard was the crackling roar of the flames that surrounded him.


  The fire roared mightily, and Kestrel felt its heat baking his body, broiling his flesh as it poured its energies out upon him from every direction, until it instantly disappeared.


  Kestrel stayed crouched down, and cautiously drew a breath of air, air that no longer burned the insides of his cheeks as he inhaled. There was a strong odor of burnt flesh hanging around him, and he started to gag.


  “Stand up, Kestrel. You can bow down to me later, in gratitude for saving your life,” a man’s voice spoke to him, in a tone that was a raspy, deep rumble. Shocked by the thought of any man being present in such circumstances, in such a place, at such a time, Kestrel straightened up and opened his eyes, looking around and turning his body to look for the speaker.


  A tall, broad man stood behind him, dressed in leather straps and leggings that were unlike anything Kestrel had ever seen before.


  “Who are you, my lord? Did you cause the fire that just descended from the sky?” Kestrel looked around at the charred landscape, upon which the former wolves did not even register as piles of dust, after such a thorough immolation.


  “I am Growelf,” the man answered.


  Kestrel sank to his knees, in awe and fear. He was in the presence of another human god, the god of fire, who was the philandering mate of Kai, the goddess who had devoted such attention to Kestrel.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 2 – Growelf’s Assignment


  


  “Why she chose someone as hapless as you, and as ugly as you, is beyond me,” the god spoke to Kestrel. “She makes mistakes from time to time, and for some reason choses poorly,” his tone implied something Kestrel didn’t understand, other than to know that it reflected poorly on Kai’s choice of him as her champion.


  “Look at you, standing here about to get eaten by a pack of wolves,” Growelf’s next words confirmed Kestrel’s suspicion about what the god implied. “She could have surely found someone with more sense and ability than this.”


  “Thank you, my lord, for saving me,” Kestrel winced as soon as he spoke, knowing that Growelf deserved some honorific greater than simply ‘my lord.’


  “Saving you?” Growelf continued without comment on the words. “All I’m doing is at best saving you from this sure death only so I can take you to what is even more likely to be your death, unless you have more brains and better fate than I can detect.


  “Come along,” Growelf commanded, motioning with his hand and pointing to where a fiery doorframe suddenly appeared.


  “Where do you wish me to go?” Kestrel asked fearfully.


  “Through the blazing doorway!” Growelf roared. “I just created it for you to pass through, didn’t I?” he stunned Kestrel with the strength of his impatience. “Walk through, now!”


  Kestrel grimly approached the blazing frame that sat upon the soil of the northern Hydrotaz plain. Through the doorway he could barely detect some shades of light and dark that were not present where they stood. The god was sending him through a portal to an unknown destination. Kestrel cautiously held his knife in front of him, then stepped up to the doorway, his eyes closed against the brilliant light and the painful heat, then threw himself forward, and immediately felt free of the fire’s warmth.


  It was not just the absence of the fire that he inexplicably felt on the other side of the doorway; it was an absolute freezing climate. He had traded the relatively mild early winter of Hydrotaz for a location of extreme, arctic conditions. There was a cold, blustery wind blowing fiercely across his skin as he turned to look back at the doorway he had passed through, only to discover that the doorway was gone. There was no trace of the opening that had brought him to where ever he now was.


  He turned back around to face forward, and found Growelf standing in front of him. The frigid surroundings were a mountainside, a wide spot on a road that curled around a forested spur in the stony landscape. The wind that he felt blowing was blowing directly into his face, forcing him to squint his eyes as he felt tears starting to rapidly form.


  “Come along,” Growelf commanded abruptly, and started walking forward along the mountain path. He emanated emotions that Kestrel could detect, a sense of indifference and yet of concern too. The power of the god was so overwhelming that even his feelings burst forth upon the environment around him, and Kestrel was sensitive enough to detect those feelings. He thought back to his exposures to Kai. He had felt love and affection and respect during those encounters; had they been his own feelings, as he had supposed, or had he felt the kindliness of the goddess, emanating out into the world around her?


  “Is the goddess, your mate, Kai, is she well?” he hesitantly asked Growelf, wondering why the goddess hadn’t come to Kestrel directly to assist him, as she usually did.


  There was a momentary flicker of feeling from Growelf, a wavering of concern that the god was not even aware he transmitted to Kestrel. The feeling was one of affection and fear and something else that was too old and too vast for Kestrel to comprehend.


  “She’s as well as she can be right now,” the god rasped as they advanced through the night. “She is constrained by all that weighs her down, but she continues her efforts.


  “Just as you must, puny and foolish as you are. Why she picked you, an elf, as her champion still eludes me,” the god grumbled. “You must continue your pursuit of the impossible goal – you must find the way to defeat these new, southern powers.”


  “I was crossing Hydrotaz on my way to make sure the princess had overcome the Uniontown forces in her country, just when those wolves chased and trapped me,” Kestrel assured the god. “And then I was going to be on my way to fight Uniontown in Graylee.”


  “You’re on your way to battle where I think you need to battle them,” Growelf said in a severe tone.


  Chastened, Kestrel walked on in silence for several steps, following the massive god, letting him provide a degree of protection from the wind. They turned a sharp curve, and followed their path at an angle less exposed to the wind, but within a minute Growelf stopped.


  “Why have we stopped, master?” Kestrel asked after waiting several seconds.


  Growelf stretched his arm out to touch the boulders on the mountainside to their left, and the stony face of the cliff folded back as though it were a curtain, to reveal the entrance to a cave. Growelf waved his hand, and a line of spots of bright flames erupted within the cave, one small jet of fire after another shooting from the wall every few feet along the cavern’s walls, showing that the passage stretched far into the bowels of the mountain.


  “Move on; you need to hurry if you’re going to catch up with them,” Growelf said impatiently.


  Kestrel darted into the cave, thankful to be out of the blustery wind, and he began to weave his way along the pathway inside the mountain, leaning and dodging to avoid the flames that provided illumination and warmth as they sprouted from the walls.


  “Who are we catching up with?” Kestrel asked the god as he turned to look behind him.


  Growelf did not answer; the god was no longer present. And the illuminating flames in the walls extinguished as he walked past them, leaving only darkness behind him.


  Kestrel stopped in his tracks. He was confused, worried, and thankful all at once. He was thankful Growelf had rescued him from his entrapment by the wolves, but he was confused about where he was, why he was there, and where he was going. He was worried that he might not be headed towards Hydrotaz and Graylee, as he had told Silvan and Miskel he intended, and as he wanted to for his own purposes. He was worried that Kai was not the deity that had come to his aid, or even Kere. And he was confused about everything that had happened in the past several hours.


  He noisily blew out his breath, and resolved to move forward, to find out where the cave would lead him and who he was trying to catch up with, whether they were friend of foe. Step by step he walked forward, as the cave delved in a downward-sloping, gently-turning path that astonished him as it continued to plunge deeper into the entrails of the mountain, causing him to imagine the massive amounts of stone that rested above him.


  The flames ahead of him showed a sudden, abrupt end, beyond which there appeared to only be darkness. His steps slowed as he approached the end of Growelf’s lights, uncertain of what he would find beyond. The lights appeared to stop where the tunnel itself ceased to be a tunnel; the faded extension of the last glimmer of the tunnel lights seemed to show that a large chamber existed beyond the mouth of the passageway he was in.


  Just as he reached the opening of the chamber, a large monolith abruptly rose from the floor of his passageway, directly in front of him, a massive stone column that blocked the end of his tunnel, and prevented him from entering the space beyond. Only one of the wall lights remained lit, and in the wavering shadows it cast Kestrel imagined that he saw a face on the stony pillar before him.


  “Let him pass, Corrant,” Growelf was suddenly present once again, and spoke suddenly from behind Kestrel’s shoulder, making the elf jump in surprise.


  “This is not your realm, Growelf,” the stone replied, the face Kestrel had imagined proving to be truly a feature of the column. “Do not command me. I have already granted one group of outsiders passage this day.”


  “He intends to join them. I have sent him here so that he may be a part of their mission,” the human god stated.


  “Him – one of them? Have you noticed the color of his skin? His size? He’s one of yours,” the stone replied.


  “He’s actually Kai’s champion,” Growelf answered.


  “This? This is a champion?” the stone seemed unimpressed.


  “This is her fourth champion; the first three all died the first time they had encounters with the southerners – they were no match for the evil ones. This one, despite his appearances, has won several battles, and lived to tell the tale,” Growelf managed to belittle Kestrel while mentioning his victories against Uniontown’s forces. “And if the truth is known, he’s actually more elf than human – Kere has favored him.”


  “But would the sprites accept him, even if he could catch up to them? They’ll have nothing to do with him,” the stone answered.


  “Tell Corrant about your dalliance with the sprites,” Growelf unnerved Kestrel by suddenly telling him to enter the conversation.


  “I am a friend of the sprites and the imps,” Kestrel began, trying to guess at the topic they were discussing. “I have been friends with Dewberry since the day I saved her from a wolf. I know that she and Jonson and others disappeared months ago when they went on a quest to find a way to defeat the Uniontown monster lizards, and I know that a rescue trip was planned to try to find and save them.


  “Is that who I am trying to catch up with?” Kestrel asked the human god. “Are we trying to join the sprites’ rescue mission?”


  “They are mostly imps, not sprites. It is your duty to join them; it is what I have rescued you to do, what I brought you here to do. Corrant should not be standing on foolish technicalities regarding who he may or may not allow to pass here. Corrant,” Growelf addressed the other entity directly, “if you let this small one pass and he succeeds in his mission, then you have aided a great cause, you have helped Kai herself, and you have done your people no harm; in the long run, you’ve helped yourself as well. If you let him pass and he fails, then he will be dead and it is no loss to you.”


  “You find it easy to discard the prerogatives of my people, Growelf,” the stony figure replied. “But these mountains where we stand are their home, and their use should be preserved for the gnomes alone. They are the ones who endure the cold and the thin air and the rugged dangers. I don’t see your humans welcoming any of my gnomes to come live in the soft lands of easy living.”


  Kestrel felt a sudden rush of excitement, as he realized that the stony entity was one of the gods of the gnomes. “I am a friend of the gnomes,” he spoke after a moment’s pause; he spoke in the pidgin version of the gnomish language that he had learned while he had lived with the tribe who had adopted him the previous winter. “I lived in a village of your people, at Amethysaquina, where I was given a cup of the sacred water. I have the eyes of the gnomes, and a friendship with them. I mean them no harm, and no disrespect. But if I may pass through this cavern in order to help Dewberry and Jonson, then perhaps I can rescue them, and help them find a way to rid their land of the monster lizards,” he paused as he tried to recollect the words he needed, “I would ask this boon of you.


  “I care for your gnomes just as much as I care for the sprites and the elves and the humans who have all been my friends and allies in my mission to serve as Kai’s champion,” he beseeched the stony entity.


  There was a profound silence for several seconds. “There is more to you than I expected,” Growelf said softly in his ear. “Perhaps Kai chose more wisely than I thought when she selected you.”


  “I never thought to hear the words of my own people spoken to me from such a mouth,” Corrant said a moment later. “Surely there are no more than a handful of humans who can make such a claim.”


  “I am not truly a human,” Kestrel replied. He slipped the ring off his right hand, the ring that altered his appearance, and slipped it onto his left hand. “I am more truly an elf – born and raised as an elf, at any rate,” he explained, thinking about his internal, ongoing debate about what race he really belonged to.


  “How do you come to have such a talisman that can alter your appearance?” Corrant asked in astonishment.


  “It is Kai’s gift to her champion. She has placed a great deal of her own power into several weapons and tools that she has given this champion in order to support his pursuit of his quest to defeat the southern gods. That is a part of the reason she is so weakened; she has separated a large portion of the power that she has left, and invested it in the weapons that the champion has,” Growelf explained, and Kestrel felt a flare of the god’s emotional aura again, a feeling of pride in the goddess, concern for her well-being, exasperation at her sacrifice, and a lack of trust that Kestrel would truly appreciate and understand the importance and value of the knife and the staff and the ring that he had received.


  Kestrel felt stunned to learn of the powers of his items. “Does she need her powers back?” he asked, impulsively interrupting the gods’ conversation.


  “I would say yes,” Growelf answered, “for her temples and her priests continue to fall victim to the southerners. But she is determined to sacrifice herself to enable you to carry out your quest. Do not fail her elfling.”


  “Because the great goddess of the humans, and the goddess of the elves are both so interested in you, and because you are truly a friend to my own people – I do notice your eyes now, astonishing as it is to see their beautiful color in the face of another race, I will allow you to pass,” Corrant interjected. The stony pillar glided to the side of the tunnel, creating room for Kestrel to pass. “You are choosing to go to a very dangerous place. The sprites will be fortunate to have your assistance, if you can reach them in time to help them on their quest.”


  With that, the rock-like figure of the god melted into the wall of the cave, disappearing from evidence. Kestrel turned in astonishment to Growelf, but the human god was also gone, and so Kestrel stood, alone in the small lit space that was illuminated by the last of Growelf’s lights. Kestrel took a deep breath, sure that he wasn’t prepared for the new adventure he had been thrust into, and still shaken by the starling information that had been revealed in the conversation between the gods.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 3 – A Gnome and a New World


  


  Kestrel stepped through the end of the tunnel, and as he did, the flame behind him extinguished itself, leaving him standing in total darkness. With his elven upbringing, he had little taste for the enclosed feeling of the underground cavern, but he suppressed his unease to concentrate on the circumstances of his situation.


  He remembered an elementary action the gnomes had taught him in the caves of Amethysaquina; he scuffed his boot on the ground, and listened to the echoes that softly returned, indicating an empty chamber of some size stretched out before him. There had to be an obvious way forward, he told himself. The gods seemed expectant that he would make it to the place where the sprites had gone, so becoming lost in the darkness of the cave didn’t sound like a real problem.


  His eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness of the cave, and his elven vision, superior to that of regular humans, detected a subtle glow in the distance. It had to represent his destination, he presumed. Cautiously, he began to place one foot in front of the other, not sure of the smoothness of the surface he had to cross. As he stepped across the darkness, he found the floor to be smooth, so he increased his pace slightly, pushing his staff before him to detect any holes or chasms that might provide a barrier, and he reached the glowing target without incident, within ten minutes. The large space felt odd – there was something that made the whole space slightly feel as though it were one huge chamber that replicated the unsettling experience he felt when the sprites transported him from location to location.


  He found himself standing at a doorway, a portal to another tunnel, when he finished crossing the unseen open space, and he was glad to no longer feel the disturbing sensations of the space. The tunnel before him was a visibly rough one, illuminated by an unseen source. He saw that the walls were not smooth and finished; they were as rough-hewn as any natural cave, and curved and twisted in a dramatic fashion, from the little he could see. But a clear light filtered in through them, enough light to convince Kestrel that there was an opening to the outside world, a world lit by daylight, not far away. The light was a dusky red tint, indicative of sunrise presumably.


  Kestrel walked into the new cave, using his staff as a walking stick now, and when he rounded the third significant turn in the cave, he had to stoop down below a low ceiling, and then saw the exit to the outside world, and moved quickly to it.


  The cave opening was wide, though not tall. Kestrel had to stoop again, and he went down on one knee to stop at the entrance and look out upon the dangerous new world he was about to enter.


  The cave he was in was high upon a hillside, looking down a long valley that ran for miles before it turned out of sight. The surrounding hillsides were covered in trees, while a dry stream bed ran down the center of the valley.


  The sun was visible, and it was high in the sky. Kestrel stared at the sun in astonishment. The reddish tint in the daylight he had seen did not come from a rising sun whose yellow light had been filtered by the morning atmosphere – it came from a pair of small red suns that were side-by-side in the overhead sky, casting an ominous, unsettling color scheme over all the lands he could see.


  Down at the far end of the valley he saw movement, and realized with shock that it was a group of blue beings, imps or sprites (he wasn’t sure which), walking in a slow shuffling manner, surrounded by larger beings who appeared to be escorting or guarding the sprites, though whether in a friendly or unfriendly manner he couldn’t tell.


  The sprites usual bluish color was more of a purple tint under the red suns, but the escorts’ color was bright red. They were disturbing to look at – they seemed to be the very real personification of the monsters that all elf children had grown up fearing. The escorts had long tails with pointed ends, and small horns jutting from their foreheads. At the front of the group walked a member of a third race, a very large being with muddy-colored skin, and few other distinguishable features that Kestrel could detect at the distance between them.


  The imps had obviously been met or caught almost immediately after leaving the cave entrance, and Kestrel wondered if the cave was kept under observation to allow any traveler to be instantly intercepted. He cautiously tried to observe the surrounding area in the near-vicinity of the cave mouth, to see if any guards stood ready to pounce, but most of the nearby terrain was simply unviewable without leaving the cave.


  He studied the apparent hillside below the cave. “There are two guards directly above the cave entrance,” Growelf told him, the god suddenly appearing in the cave.


  “My god!” Kestrel squeaked, his voice rising in startlement from the unexpected appearance of the deity. “Are you here to help me? Are the sprites with friends or enemies?”


  “I cannot help you in this world,” Growelf said. “I am pressing at the boundary to be able to stand this close to the cave entry. But I do bring you two gifts that will help you during your journey here. Stand still,” the god commanded. “This will hurt momentarily, but do not flinch or touch it.”


  “What will hurt?” Kestrel asked, just as he suddenly felt a great deal of heat near his neck, and then suddenly his ear lobe felt a painful jab. He started to raise his hand to his ear.


  “I said do not touch it!” Growelf roared out, and Kestrel held his hand still, despite the pain, then lowered his hand as the pain in his ear began to subside.


  “That’s better,” the god sounded placated by Kestrel’s restraint.


  “What have you done?” the elf asked.


  “I have placed a stud in your earlobe, a small metal bar that pierces your flesh, and will remain in place,” the god said. Kestrel thought of Graylee city, where he had seen many men and women wear ornaments in their ears – jewels, rings, and dangling things. It was a custom that was foreign to elves.


  “On the front of your stud is one of my stones, a ruby, into which I have placed a small part of my powers,” Growelf continued. “With this stone by your ear, you will be able to understand any words that are spoken, no matter what language they are spoken in. And if you place your finger on the stone, you will be able to speak in the language of the one you are with.”


  “Thank you, my lord,” Kestrel immediately appreciated the value of the gift. He had seen Alicia’s linguistic confusion under friendly circumstances when she had been among the humans of Estone for only a few hours. He grasped how disorienting it would be to not understand the languages of this new world, and how much valuable information he might not gain without understanding the words that were spoken in the lands.


  “And here is your other gift, as demanded by Corrant,” Growelf gestured, and suddenly Kestrel saw a gnome standing in the cave, where no gnome had been before. “The gnomish god decided that one of his own people should be a part of this expedition since it passed through his domain.”


  Kestrel looked at the gnome, who was studying him just as closely. He appeared large by gnomish standards, just a few inches shorter than Kestrel, but he was no one that Kestrel knew from his time spent in Amethysaquina.


  “Thank you my lord. The gnomes are good hunters. I believe he could be a good companion,” Kestrel told the human god cautiously. He meant what he said; the gnomes had extraordinary abilities to throw stones with great precision, making every rock a potential lethal weapon, and they could shoot bows well too. The personality and temperament of the gnome were the only elements that Kestrel questioned, and those would eventually reveal themselves under the test of the upcoming journey; but he would have to accept the unproven abilities of the gnome, for there was no way he could tell one god he was refusing to accept the gift provided by another god.


  “I leave you now, and will not see you again unless and until you return to your own rightful world. Do not come back empty-handed; help these sprites and imps find the solution they need to battle against the southern monsters. The weapon they find will also serve you as well, perhaps even better than it will directly serve them,” Growelf advised him, and then the god was gone.


  Kestrel looked at the empty space the god had occupied, then looked at the gnome, whose own gaze was focused on him. “Greetings,” Kestrel began, speaking his simple gnomish. “I am Kestrel. I am told your god selected you to be my companion on a quest. What is your name?”


  The gnome stood in silence, studying Kestrel, then spoke at last, after several seconds, in a voice whose tone was controlled and calm. “I am Tableg, of the Crysquarz village. I was having a dream, when my god appeared in the dream and commanded me to go on a quest.


  “I rose from my bed, and kissed my wife farewell, then prepared for a journey, and suddenly I was standing here. Where are we, and why are we here? What does Corrant plan for us to do?


  “How do you happen to have the eyes of our race?”


  “I was sent here by Growelf,” Kestrel began.


  “Who is that?” Tableg asked.


  “He is one of the gods of the humans,” Kestrel explained.


  “You humans have your own gods? Different from our gods?” Tableg asked.


  “There are many sets of gods,” Kestrel explained. “The humans have gods, the elves have gods. There is an evil force of humans from south of the Inner Seas, and they have their own set of gods too, powerfully evil gods. I lived in a village of gnomes last winter, but I never learned about the gods of the gnomes. Perhaps the sprites and imps have gods as well.”


  “How could you have lived among gnomes? What village?” Tableg asked.


  “I was in the mountains, and saved a pair of young gnomes from a yeti. Their village gave me shelter in return for the service I provided,” Kestrel replied. “It was Amethysaquina.” He wanted to get going, but knew that he had to take time to establish a relationship with the gnome if they were going to be companions during the upcoming efforts that were about to commence.


  “I’ve never been to that village,” Tableg said thoughtfully. He looked at Kestrel. “What is our mission here?”


  “We’re here to rescue sprites,” Kestrel answered, finding his gnomish language skills coming back. “Come here and look outside,” he gestured Tableg to look out at the land below.


  “What place is this?” Tableg asked, looking up at the double red suns.


  “It is another world. It is connected to our world by a portal in a cave that is protected by Corrant. That is why he is involved in this mission, and why you are a part of it now,” Kestrel answered. “A group of my sprite and imp friends came to this land many months ago, to try to find a weapon they could use to kill the monster lizards that have invaded their land. They never returned. Now a new group has come here to try to find the first group. As you can see, they have been taken captive by another group.”


  “Who are the captors?” the gnome asked.


  “I don’t know. I was just about to go out and start working to save the imps when you arrived,” Kestrel answered.


  “By yourself? There look to be a dozen of those red guards down there,” Tableg checked.


  “Well, now it won’t be so uneven,” Kestrel told him. “First, we have to take care of the guards that are watching the mouth of the cave. There are two of them up above the opening. What we need to do is rush out of the cave, then attack the guards immediately, before they realize we’re here. Then we can go down the valley and ambush the red captors to set our friends free.”


  “And then what?” Tableg asked. “Bring them back here to safety in the cave?”


  “No. We find out if they know where to go to find the first group of sprites, and hopefully go to their rescue,” Kestrel answered.


  Tableg began picking at the wall of the cave, and pulled a pair of fist-sized stones free with a grunt. “Where are the guards above us? Left, right, or center?”


  “We won’t know until we get out there; wherever they are, you take the right one and I’ll take the left one,” Kestrel told him. He was anxious to begin; the group of captives would soon turn the corner of the valley and be out of sight. Together, Kestrel and Tableg both edged up to the lip of the cave opening. On the count of three they both sprinted out of the cave, Kestrel holding his knife, and Tableg holding a stone. As soon as they turned, Kestrel saw the pair of red-skinned guards who sat negligently on a stone ledge above the cave.


  He immediately threw his knife at the guard on the left, before the attendant even seemed aware that new arrivals had emerged from the cave. The guard on the right looked down at them, then stood up and began to raise a weapon as he unleashed a loud, undulating shout of warning. Tableg hurled one of his stones with the same uncanny accuracy that Kestrel had watched other gnome hunters use, and the red guard abruptly ceased his shout as the stone struck him in the face and knocked him to the ground.


  Kestrel turned and looked down the valley. The departing group appeared to have stopped, potentially alerted to trouble by the cut-off call of the guard. “Let’s get up there and get them out of sight,” Kestrel urged, and the two went around and up along the sides of the cave opening. They reached the bodies of the guards, and Kestrel immediately started dragging the body of the guard he had killed into the trees, out of sight. Tableg observed what Kestrel was doing and immediately began to drag his victim out of sight as well.


  Once they were in the forest together, Kestrel peered down the valley. The group was no longer moving, and appeared to be reduced from its size before; several of the red guards were not in sight.


  “Do you think they’re on their way back here to investigate?” Tableg asked.


  “That’s what I’d wager,” Kestrel agreed. “Let’s try to circle around them and get down to the captives. We might be able to set the imps free while there are fewer guards at the scene.” He led his gnome companion deeper into the forest, and they began to cautiously flit from tree to tree, both of them keeping their sharp eyes open as they both watched carefully for the red guards they anticipated running into.


  “Can you climb trees?” Kestrel asked the gnome when they were at the foot of the hillside where the cave opened. “There are two of the hunters coming this way.” The red movements were a few minutes away, but clearly headed in their direction.


  Tableg looked dubiously skyward. “I never have before.”


  Kestrel had never seen a gnome climb a tree while he had been in the mountains, so Tableg’s answer came as no surprise.


  “I could stay down here and you could climb a tree. I’d be the bait in the trap, if you could close the trap. Can you close it?” Tableg suddenly proposed.


  “Elves love shooting arrows from trees. I can close it,” Kestrel assured the gnome. He looked at the terrain around them. “You go over there,” he pointed to a pair of large boulders that had fallen down the hillside at some point in the past. “Let them see you there. I’ll climb these trees, and it will be an easy shot.”


  “So you say,” Tableg said with a forced grin, and then he turned and began to trot towards the rock structure Kestrel had indicated. His willingness to place himself in such a position earned Kestrel’s admiration; Kestrel began to trot in the opposite direction, to reach a tree with a particularly broad trunk that he wanted to climb into. He lifted himself up into the tree, and stayed close to the trunk and the ground. He pulled his bow off his back and loosely strung his first arrow, then listened for the sound of the approaching guards.


  The noise of steps on the crunchy leaves that topped the ground was the first thing Kestrel heard. Then he heard their voices.


  “The master says that there is something dangerous in whatever came through the portal cave. He’s sending a messenger to the center to alert them,” one voice said.


  “If it’s so dangerous, then why are the two of us out here trying to find it?” another voice responded.


  “Relax, there are two others across the valley, and everyone still with the small blues,” the first voice answered.


  The sounds of steps passed directly beneath Kestrel, and he looked down to see the two red figures whose voices he heard.


  “Look!! There by the rocks to the left!” one voice said excitedly. “You go out left to get an angle on it; we want to try to take it alive,” the voice said in a loud whisper.


  Kestrel raised his bow and released a shot, then pulled out another arrow and shot the second, just as one of them started to turn away from the other. At the short range that separated him from the guards, the shots hit almost instantly, and he climbed back down the tree, then ran towards Tableg, who saw him and hopped down from the rocks he had posed on.


  “I see you successfully used me for bait,” the gnome said cheerfully, dropping a stone from each hand as he reached Kestrel.


  “You were better than cheese,” Kestrel said with a grin, as he examined the bodies on the ground and clapped Tableg on the back. “Now, let’s go down by the captives. I heard the two guards say that there’s a runner who’s been sent out with a message about new arrivals – which would be us. We need to hurry.”


  They began to run towards the end of the valley where the captive sprites were being held. They stayed on the lower slopes of the hills that formed the valley, and their going was slow, for they found no game trails to follow through the foliage and undergrowth.


  They stopped after ten minutes. “You get some stones, and start to sneak down towards the group from this side. I’m going to go farther and try to get in front of them so I can attack from the other side. We should be able to defeat the guards here, and then hustle the sprites up into the trees out of sight, and find out what their status and their plans are. There will still be a pair of guards here in the valley we’ll need to watch out for though,” Kestrel explained.


  They separated as Kestrel moved on, swinging wide around the outside of the curve in the valley in order to get to his intended position.


  Minutes later he arrived at the approximate location he wanted to reach. He crept to the edge of the trees that lined the open waterway and its fringes in the center of the valley, then climbed a tree, with a specific objective in mind.


  When he reached the upper branches of the tree, he edged out on a branch from which he could survey the landscape. His position was on the outside of the curve in the valley; he looked down and to his left, and saw the small group of sprites standing captive among their guards. He then looked right, and saw that the valley continued on, and opened into a broad plain, a wide open space through which the stream appeared to flow. Far out on the plain, past the mouth of the valley, Kestrel spotted a small red figure running away from the valley. It was the messenger who carried away the tale of new arrivals from the cave, he was sure, and he had to prevent the message from giving away any advantage of surprise the sprites and Kestrel might have for the time being.


  “Help me, Lucretia,” he whispered softly, as he pulled the knife from the sheath on his hip. He kissed the blade, then reared his arm back and tossed the knife. He didn’t need to throw the knife with all his might because of its divine powers, he knew, but the great distance to the runner, a distance he couldn’t really hope to cover through his own strength alone, irrationally compelled him to throw as hard as he could anyway, and he watched the knife dwindle to a small dark spot, then disappear from view as it pursued its quarry.


  Kestrel breathed a sigh of relief; he had worried that the powers of his weapons might not work in this strange land with the two red suns, but the flight of Lucretia showed that he still had the use of the tremendous supernatural abilities to rely upon. He remembered Growelf’s explanation that Kai had surrendered a portion of her own divine powers to the knife and the staff, sacrificing her own strength to increase Kestrel’s strength. “Kai, my goddess, I thank you so much,” he whispered a brief prayer.


  He kept an eye on the small red figure on the plain, and decided that it was no longer moving.


  “Mighty Crogan!” he heard a bellow from the valley below.


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel called softly.


  He looked down at the group below, and saw the large dark creature shove one of the red guards. Lucretia smacked into the palm of his hand and he closed his grip on the knife, then shoved it back in its sheath and began to climb back down the tree to a lower branch, closer to the group that was his target.


  There were five imps, he saw as he inched out onto the low branch that brought him within earshot of the group. He had a pair of arrows ready as he lay along the branch and prepared his bow.


  “There’s something hunting us!” he heard the dark creature say. “The messenger is dead, two of the men going up the valley are dead. I’ve called the others back. Be alert!”


  And with that, Kestrel fired his first arrow. It struck one of the red guards directly in the chest, knocking the creature to the ground, as Kestrel’s second arrow also began to fly towards his second target. One of the other red guards started to turn to see what was happening, as the dying guards hit by his arrows groaned in their death throes. As the guard turned, a heavy stone came flying through the air and crashed into its head, throwing the creature to the ground.


  “Kestrel friend! Beware! The great creature will seek to control your mind! Slay it!” Kestrel heard one of the imps cry out.


  Kestrel heard the warning from the imp, astonished at its perception that he was the one there to save it. The words of the warning confused him, but he automatically adjusted the aim of his next arrow to fire at the large creature that seemed to be the leader, and aimed at its thick neck, then released his shot, just as one of Tableg’s large stones unexpectedly came crashing into the tree branch Kestrel was on. The heavy projectile barely grazed Kestrel, but struck and cracked the branch, making it droop, and causing Kestrel to unexpectedly fall to the ground.


  Kestrel gave a shout as he fell towards the ground, trying to twist in the air as he fell. He succeeded in getting his feet beneath him before he landed heavily on the ground. There was a sharp pain in his right ankle, and he collapsed to the ground and clutched the leg for a moment, then reached for his knife and lifted his head to look up.


  The large creature was not in sight, and only one of the red guards remained by the spot where the imps had been, though the small blue beings were scattering in all directions in response to the removal of the other guards around them. Kestrel threw his knife at the lone guard, then let his head fall to rest again as he returned his hand to holding his ankle.


  From the corner of his eye he saw movement, very close by, and then suddenly a small blue body was snuggled up against his back, with small arms reaching around to hug him and squeeze him.


  “Reasion? Is that you, Reasion?” Kestrel grunted as he sensed the silent blue sprite had to be the one who had come to comfort him and give him affection.


  “Be careful,” he whispered. “Is the big creature dead?”


  “It is dead, elf-friend of imps and sprites. You killed it with the arrow you shot,” another sprite answered, coming into view.


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel said, releasing his grip on his ankle and holding his hand up to recapture the enchanted knife as it flew back to him. He sheathed it, then sat up and found the half-empty skin of healing water he had carried with him through his series of adventures. It was hard to believe that only hours prior he had been sitting in the saddle of Chestnut as the horse had effortlessly carried him. Now, he had traveled much further than Chestnut could have ever gone.


  “A gnome approaches,” the sprite said. “And here come the others,” the sprite’s voice was a masculine one.


  “Kestrel! I’m sorry!” he heard Tableg’s voice call.


  “Why did you do that?” Kestrel asked simply, as the other sprites gathered around him.


  “I don’t know,” Tableg said as he arrived next to Kestrel. “I suddenly thought that my stones could do a better job than your arrows, and then I thought I needed to stop you from shooting arrows, and then,” his voice trailed off momentarily. “I don’t know – right after I shot I realized how stupid that was.”


  “It wasn’t his fault, Kestrel-friend. The large dark monster can control thoughts of others around it. It did that to the red monsters; it made them do its commands; but it doesn’t have any influence over sprites or imps – we’re different for some reason,” one of the imps piped up.


  “Kestrel, why are you here?” another imp asked. “We are so thankful, but how do you come to this horrible place?”


  “I was sent by one of the human gods, to come and be part of your mission. The god of the gnomes sent Tableg along as well,” Kestrel said.


  “Kestrel, do you know these blue smalls?” Tableg asked. “What are they saying? What are you saying to them?”


  Kestrel paused, as the confusion of languages, along with the confusion of the situation and the pain he felt from his fall, all combined to make him feel confused. After a moment’s thought, he spoke twice, in each language. “Let’s get out of sight and up into the trees. Let’s drag these bodies out of sight. There are still at least two of the red guards in the vicinity.” He dribbled a small amount of the healing water upon his ankle and took a sip from the water skin, as the gnome and the sprites examined one another.


  He hobbled to his feet and together with Tableg walked over to the body of the dead creature that had controlled the red guards. Kestrel stood over the monster’s body and looked down at its seeming mixture of strange and familiar features. The legs and arms were unnaturally short, out of proportion to what he would have expected; the skin was scaly, and the facial features almost suggested a snout protruding forward. With a grunt, he grabbed an arm as Tableg grabbed the other, and they dragged the body into the woods. Then returned and helped the small sprites pull the bodies of the red guards among the trees as well.


  When all the movement was finished, Kestrel turned to the sprites. “Tableg and I have been sent to help you on your mission to find Dewberry and Jonson, and discover a way to defeat the lizard monsters,” he repeated, “sent by the gods of the humans and the gnomes.


  “What are your plans?” Kestrel asked. “Do you know where to go in this land?”


  “Jonson had told us that the legends said there was a great mountain, a singularly large mountain that towered over all others, and the solution he sought required a journey to its slopes,” one of the sprites answered, as Reasion nodded in agreement. “So we hoped to come and find the great mountain, then go there, and hope to find our friends along the way.”


  Kestrel turned to Tableg and translated. “That’s not much of a plan,” the gnome said disparagingly.


  “No,” Kestrel agreed stoically. “But they came here to save their friends, and they don’t have any more information than that.”


  “What are your names?” Kestrel asked. “I need to know who to call upon.”


  “I am Thorsee,” announced the one who had most frequently spoken on behalf of the sprites. “And you know Reasion,” he nodded to Kestrel’s acquaintance.


  “Indeed I do. Reasion has saved my life and come to my aid many times, haven’t you my friend?” Kestrel smiled at his blue companion.


  “And there are Calabee, Mordifee, who are imps, and Pumpkin, who is a sprite.” Thorsee pointed to each. Kestrel repeated the names to Tableg.


  “Kestrel! Here come the other red guards,” Thorsee reported in a dramatic whisper, gesturing up the valley. Kestrel turned and saw the two walking cautiously down the valley; he looked at Tableg with a significant look, and they edged to the fringe of the forest and watched the two guards who had spears poised for action as they cautiously searched for their missing party.


  An arrow and a stone struck the two guards simultaneously, and then the elf and gnome returned to the huddled group of imps.


  “So Thorsee, which way do we need to go to find the trail Dewberry and Jonson took?” Kestrel asked.


  “We do not know,” the imp admitted. “Reasion, which way do you think we should go?”


  The silent sprite pointed down the valley towards its mouth, and then she waved towards the north, in a manner that seemed decided.


  “We’ll go as Reasion says,” Kestrel stated, having faith in the instincts of the small sprite. He shouldered his weapons, then took a firm grip on his staff. “Tableg, you bring up the rear. I’ll take the lead,” he directed his gnome companion, and they started their journey down the rest of the valley.


  Kestrel led them along the fringe of the woods, wanting to be able to duck into the safety of the trees if trouble arose.


  “I feel very uneasy in this land. I think part of it is the two red suns, and the color they cast across this world,” Thorsee spoke to him as they moved on. The twin suns were past their zenith and beginning to descend, but with a long way to go to reach the horizon. “Mostly though, it is the fact that we are grounded – so helpless and unable to float or travel away from trouble, as you’ve already seen.”


  “Did you have any weapons?” Kestrel asked.


  “Jonson and Dewberry and their expedition came armed, and apparently had no success,” Thorsee replied. “So we thought that we would just try to travel light and fast and not expect to win battles, but try to avoid them.


  “Of course, we were captured as soon as we left the cave,” the sprite added.


  Kestrel focused his attention forward, on the way ahead of them, and they continued down the valley until they reached the end, where it widened out and opened onto a vaster valley, one that was so wide it appeared to be a plain, with only a dark shadowy hint of hills on the horizon to indicate there was a far side.


  “Reasion says that we go left here,” Kestrel said, as the forest started to curve away from the open lands. The valley appeared to be mostly abandoned fields or prairie. There were few trees, and signs of straight lines that might have been fence rows or roads, but no discernible rows of crops or livestock were in evidence. There was a hazy pillar of smoke to the right, and Kestrel was glad that Reasion had recommended traveling away from the smoke.


  They continued moving through the scrub trees and bushes that fringed the foot of the forested hillsides, moving at a slow pace as Kestrel favored his twisted ankle. Just before sunset, they all scrambled up into the trees as they saw a large group of both the scaly masters and the horned red guards approaching them. There were over a dozen in the squad – two of the large monsters and the rest apparently under their control.


  “Thorsee, do you have many supplies with you?” Kestrel whispered to the sprite. “Enough to feed all of you and Tableg and me?” He noticed that all the monsters that were passing by were carrying large packs, and he realized that he and Tableg had brought no supplies, while the sprites seemed to have very little that they carried in their small packs.


  “We don’t have any extra,” the small being hesitantly replied.


  “What are you talking about?” Tableg whispered as he came over to Kestrel.


  “Supplies,” Kestrel answered as he switched languages. “You and I didn’t bring any, and the sprites don’t carry any extra. I was thinking that we could ambush that group down there, and take the supplies we needed.”


  “That’s a lot of opponents for two of us with weapons,” Tableg answered doubtfully.


  “Ordinarily, I’d agree, but I think that if we kill the two leaders first, the rest of them won’t know what to do. You saw how those guards were back in the valley,” Kestrel answered. “Either they’ll be unable to take action, or they may just run away.”


  “Alright,” Tableg said, as he scoured the ground around them until he picked up a large rock. “You give the signal to throw,” he gestured towards the squad that had nearly passed them by as it continued briskly down the path.


  Kestrel sighted his arrow at the near monster. “You take the far one,” he gently directed Tableg. “Ready, set, fire!” he released his arrow, and saw the motion of Tableg’s throw out of the corner of his eye.


  As his arrow flew towards the targeted creature, the monster seemed to sense some trouble, and turned its head and upper body to look directly at where the small band of travelers was hidden. Kestrel’s arrow struck it in the shoulder instead of the neck, and it bellowed in pain while at the same time Tableg’s stone crashed into the skull of the far leader, knocking it to the ground.


  Kestrel’s target grabbed at its shoulder while looking up into the woods; suddenly, half the squad of red soldiers started charging from the road towards the trees, as the leading monster bellowed and motioned with its arm. Their spears were extended in front of them.


  Kestrel grabbed his knife off his hip and hurriedly threw it towards the scaly target he had hit imperfectly, then pulled out another arrow and shot it at the foremost of the approaching attackers. The other devilish guards from the road dropped their packs, and started to charge towards the forest as well, just a moment before Kestrel’s knife struck the great creature’s chest and caused it to collapse to the ground.


  Half the red attackers, those in the front rank from the first wave to charge, faltered in their sprint towards the woods as their master collapsed, but the second set of guards passed through them and continued towards the forest.


  “Lucretia, return!” Kestrel called his knife, then shot another arrow at one of the new leaders. He caught his returning knife, saw Tableg throw a stone, then threw his knife again. He called his knife to return, fired another arrow, and threw the knife again. As he did, the forefront of the oncoming attackers reached the forest trees; with that the battle grew heated and at close quarters, too close for the use of arrows any longer. Kestrel swung his staff savagely at the red guards as they engaged.


  The first one ducked under his swing, but Kestrel hit the second guard to reach him, as Tableg fired a stone at the third surviving guard to reach the trees. Kestrel pivoted and saw that the guard that had passed him had attacked the sprites; Kestrel threw his staff at the guard, then pulled his sword free and followed to put the red devil down.


  And with that there was momentary peace, until one of the sprites wailed in horror, and Kestrel saw that the guard who had gotten past him had speared one of the sprites. He started to turn to rush to the aid of the sprite when he saw Tableg hurl another rock at the distant squad of guards that had ceased to rush towards the forest, and he heard a distant voice call out, “We surrender!”


  He shouted to Tableg, “Don’t throw any more at them unless they charge again!” and remembered to speak in the Gnomish language. He knelt by the injured sprite, gently pressing Reasion aside to see the wound. All the sprites and imps were gathered around, and they all looked up at him with tears running down their cheeks.


  “He is dead. His spirit is returning to home, to the Hall of Forever,” Thorsee announced. Kestrel looked down at the savage wound Mordifee had suffered, and saw that the sprite was indeed dead. Even the healing spring’s water would be of no use.


  “I’m sorry, friends,” Kestrel responded, feeling a tear on his own cheek. “I should have protected him better.”


  “The fault is not yours,” Pumpkin tried to reassure Kestrel, patting him on the back. “We all knew this was a dangerous journey on a road of shadows. You’ve already saved us once today as it is.”


  “Kestrel!” he heard Tableg call, and he turned to look at the gnome. “What do we do about them?” he motioned to where the surviving red guards milled uncertainly, back on the road near the bodies of their dead masters.


  Kestrel rose and fetched his staff as he walked back to Tableg. “I’ll go see if I can talk to them. Keep a rock ready to protect me if things go badly,” he told the gnome, then stepped out of the forest and cautiously approached the defeated group.


  There were five of the horned and tailed red guards, standing in a cluster on the road, keeping their eyes averted from the dead bodies of the two large creatures that had previously controlled them.


  Kestrel reached up and touched the ruby stone in his ear piece, as Growelf had told him to. “Did I hear you tell me that you will surrender to us?” he cautiously asked.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 4 – Parstole Allies


  


  “Master, we surrender to the one who has defeated the great controllers,” said one of the red guards, who knelt to Kestrel, prompting the others to kneel to him as well.


  Kestrel stood in front of the small group, whose members’ heads remained down, and pondered what to do, at a loss for how to handle the situation.


  “Where did you come from, and where are you going?” he asked as a way to keep the guards engaged while he tried to assess what he should do next.


  “We came from the other land, the one that defeated the lords in their other skins,” a different guard replied. “We were taken as slaves, servants and guards that the Viathins use to do the work they need done.”


  “What do you mean?” Kestrel was stymied by the answer. “What are Viathins? What other land did you come from?”


  “This land, the place of two suns,” the surrendered guard gestured to the suns that were approaching the horizon, “is not the land we were born in. We came from a different place, a place that is warmer than this, with a single, large sun, where there is little rain, even less since the Viathins came and plundered our home.


  “We lived with our own people in that land until the Viathins came,” he gestured towards the dead monsters nearby. “They came into our land through a portal from another place, and they proceeded to plunder and destroy, as their god instructed them to.


  “They suck the life and energy out of a world, to maintain their own vitality,” another guard spoke up. “They’re like the bugs that climb on an animal and suck its blood.”


  “The god of the land in our world discovered a way to defeat the Viathins, and they fled to this world. They took many of us with them as slaves. We want to go home, my lord. If you will let us try to return home, we will leave you in peace and never attack you again,” the guard who had been speaking added.


  “Not even if one of the,” Kestrel paused as he stumbled over the pronunciation, “Viathins controls your mind to make you attack us?”


  “We cannot help that. We are not able to resist their commands,” one of the guards protested.


  “What do you know of the sprites, the small blue people who came from my land to this world?” Kestrel asked.


  “They are different from us,” a guard answered. “Their minds cannot be controlled by the Viathins. We heard that there was a group of them that came to this world, and were hunted and caught by the Viathins and their guards. The Viathins hate them and are frightened of them because their thoughts remain free.”


  “Are they still alive? Do you know where they are?” Kestrel asked excitedly.


  “They are prisoners. They will be among the sacrifices at the next great ceremony,” another guard answered.


  “Can we save them?” Kestrel asked.


  “That would be impossible!” two guards answered together in an agitated tone.


  “Why?” Kestrel asked. The suns continued to set, and the land was growing darker.


  “There are many of the Viathins at the great ceremony, and many of their guards. It would be futile to go there,” one responded.


  “If I promise to set you free, to let you try to return to your own lands, will you travel with me and my companions to try to set the captive sprites free?” Kestrel asked.


  “My lord,” one of the guards spoke up. “We would do anything you asked if you would help us return to our own lands, but setting the sprites free will be impossible.”


  “I will set you free,” Kestrel answered. “And I ask that as long as you are under the command of your own spirit, you do nothing to harm my friends and me. We are here to set the sprites free, and to find a way to defeat the monster lizards that have invaded our land, much as the Viathins have invaded your land and this one.”


  The guards looked at one another. “My lord,” one said. “We thank you for your mercy. We will do you no harm.”


  “The way we must travel to return to our land is the same way you must go to reach your friends, for much of the journey,” another added. He looked at the others, and watched them nod their heads. “We could travel with you for that distance.”


  “My lord,” another guard added hesitantly. “These monster lizards you talk of; the Viathins change when they move from world to world.” The others nodded their heads slowly in agreement. “Maybe your monsters are our monsters?”


  “When they were in our world their shape was more like ours and yours,” another said. “Their limbs were longer, their faces were flatter, and their skin was smoother.”


  “Changing worlds changes them?” Kestrel asked skeptically.


  “I haven’t changed. My friends haven’t changed. Did you change when you moved from your world to this one?” he asked.


  “No, but we are not dependent on sucking the life from others,” a guard replied. “They do not live self-sufficient lives. They have changed from that world to this one, in a way that they do not like, but it cannot be helped. They long to find a way to a world where they can change back towards their old form,” he continued. “I have overheard their complaints; we all have,” he added.


  “They are going to a new world, as this one is depleted, and they do not like the way they appear in the new world, but it is the only option they have for now,” he finished.


  The last sun dropped below the horizon, and only the starlight illuminated the roadside conversation.


  “Let us hide these bodies,” Kestrel decided that they needed to take action. He wanted to continue to question the red guards, and he wanted to talk to Tableg and the sprites. His mind was filled with possibilities, while his stomach was growling for food, after a day without a meal.


  “My companions are up in the woods. Let us hide these bodies, and then we can sit together and talk and eat our evening meal,” he decided.


  “As you suggest, my lord,” two of the guards agreed, and began to immediately drag the body of one of the dead Viathins up towards the forest. Kestrel walked forward and grabbed the arms of a dead guard, which he began to pull into the trees.


  “What’s happening, Kestrel?” he heard Tableg ask as he approached the trees. “How do you understand their language and speak it?”


  There were three languages present, Kestrel realized, and he was the only one who would be able to pass information back and forth between the different speakers.


  “These guards had their minds controlled by the dark creatures, the Viathins. Now that the Viathins are dead, their minds are free. They are not our enemies now. I have asked them to come talk with us. They plan to leave this place and return to their home, and we may be able to travel with them,” he explained to Tableg as he began to remove the pack from the back of the dead guard he had dragged into hiding.


  “Just like that, you want to trust them?” Tableg asked in astoundment.


  “You remember how your mind was tricked to throw that stone at me? That’s what’s made them attack us,” Kestrel explained. “These have no ill-intent towards us, I’m confident. Now let me tell the sprites, and then we can all gather together to eat a meal and discuss what we do next.”


  “Thorsee,” Kestrel paused before he spoke in the elvish language that was common to the elves and sprites and imps. “These guards,” he began, and gave an explanation similar to that he gave the gnome.


  “We will wait to see what happens,” Thorsee answered. “I know we all trust your judgment,” he said, as the others nodded.


  Sometime later all the bodies were dragged away from the road and the guards, the sprites, Tableg and Kestrel all sat together in a small clearing in the forest.


  “Can we build a fire?” Kestrel asked the guards, holding the stone on his ear stud as he spoke. “Will there be patrols on the road that could find us if they saw it?”


  “There will be no patrols tonight. This is not a busy road,” one of the guards replied.


  “Kestrel-friend! We understood your words, and so did the red ones, it seems!” Pumpkin spoke up.


  Kestrel cocked his head as he looked at the sprite, and suddenly realized that the ruby had to be translating his words into the languages of all three races that were present.


  “Do you all understand me?” he asked as he looked around. They all nodded their heads. “That makes this a bit easier,’ he muttered.


  “So, do you think it is safe to start a fire?” Kestrel asked the guards again.


  When they nodded their heads in agreement, he assigned the sprites to gather tinder, and they all sat and ate as the small flames crackled and Kestrel reviewed their situation.


  “So you think the large creatures here are the same as the monster lizards in our world, the ones we want to defeat?” Thorsee asked.


  “It seems possible to me, based on what the guards have said,” Kestrel agreed. “Maybe after we find Jonson and Dewberry and set them free, we could find the home of the guards and acquire the weapon we need to defeat the Viathins in our world.” He looked at Reasion as he spoke, troubled by the tears that had streamed down the sprite’s cheeks as he had recited the history of the Viathins conquering the world with two suns.


  “You are welcome to come to our homeland, Parstole with us,” one of the guards answered. “We do not know exactly what our leaders used to chase away the Viathins, but we will show you the way to our land so that you can ask for it yourself.”


  And so they planned their journey during the evening, until the fire had burned out, and they decided they needed to sleep. Kestrel set a watch rotation for the night, and took the first shift, while the others settled into their bedrolls and slept after the long day of extraordinary events.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  Chapter 5 – Maneuvers in the Field


  


  When morning came the band of mis-matched companions consolidated their supplies so that they had as many provisions as they could carry, and they set out on their way. Although the Parstoles believed the nearby road was likely to be mostly empty, they all agreed that cautiously creeping through the trees of the forest was a suitable way to travel. The group made slow progress, but during the first day of travel they only saw two other groups out on the road, and sat still and silent in the forest each time until they felt safe to resume moving.


  “This land used to belong to another race, a people who were small like the sprites, and dark in color. The Viathins have wiped most of them out; a few live in the hills, and some are captives and slaves, or sacrifices,” one of the red guards explained. “They’re too small to be useful guards or laborers, so the Viathins continue to use us in this world.”


  The great ceremony, when the sacrifices will be held, will be in ten days. Our journey to the small ones’ city where the ceremony will happen will take eight days.”


  Kestrel repeated the information to the others, and felt Reasion nestle against him. He looked down to see profound sadness in the little sprite’s eyes, and placed a comforting arm around his blue friend.


  “Kestrel, what if Dewberry and Jonson aren’t captives there?” Thorsee had asked.


  “We’ll try to find out where they are,” Kestrel replied grimly. He had worried about the same thing, but realized there was nothing that could be done beyond hurrying to the site where sprites were held captive, and hope to discover the best.


  “If only we could travel in this land! Our leaders think that the two suns here are the difference that prevents us from changing locations as we are used to doing,” the imp added.


  The stealthy squad moved on, and for the next three days it spent each day moving slowly through forests, while in the evenings they slept uneasily. Kestrel made sure a watch was posted at all times, and they made no further campfires.


  On Kestrel’s fifth day in the land with two suns, his mixed group of followers came to a small village that they observed from the trees on the hills above the settlement. There was activity underway in the village, with both Viathins and Parstoles in evidence.


  “We have to pass near the village to continue our trip. Both the great ceremony and the great mountain are beyond it,” Gainue told him. Of all the red guards from Parstole, Gainue had proven most comfortable speaking with Kestrel, and seemed to be the leader of the small group of freed captives trying to return to home.


  “If we wait until after dark, things will be quiet in the village, and we should be able to get around without being detected,” Gainue added. Kestrel explained to the others, and they settled into a small hillside dell where they waited for the sun to set. Kestrel spent time with the sprites, urging them to continue to eat their food supplies at a meager rate; although the group had extra food available due to the packs they had confiscated from the victims of their roadside battle, Kestrel estimated that with more days to go to rescue Jonson and Dewberry, and then the journey to the land of Parstole, they would face lean times in the coming days.


  After darkness fell, the Parstole scouts kept a close eye on the village until they felt that the inhabitants had settled down for the evening, and then the group began to move out. Once they left the protection of the forest, Kestrel grew nervous. They were all out in the open, with few structures or features that they could hide behind, and his jitters were accentuated by his elven heritage, which relied upon trees for comfort and protection.


  Because Kestrel considered the double suns rising location each morning to be east, he considered their journey towards Jonson and Dewberry to be towards the north. As they entered the open fields around the village, they attempted to pass it on the west side while they continued north. “If there is any trouble, everyone keep going towards the forest on the far side of the village. I’ll try to distract anyone hunting us and lead them away,” he instructed everyone before they began to draw close to the village structures. “You keep going, and I’ll catch up.”


  The guards from Parstole led the silent parade that skittered across the fields, stopping and lying on the ground from time to time as they heard sounds nearby, or came to ditches that offered a place to crouch out of sight. An hour’s time was enough for the small moon to rise and begin its speedy journey across the sky, offering slight illumination and casting faint shadows; and in that time they crossed half the distance to the trees that offered their next shelter.


  As they remained low in the ditch, catching their breath, the sound of several pairs of feet nearby suddenly reached them. “There’s a patrol in the fields,” Gainue told Kestrel.


  “It’s coming towards us,” he added.


  “I’ll go back and distract them,” Kestrel told his guide. “You take everyone to safety in the trees and keep going.”


  Gainue nodded agreement. Kestrel moved back and told the sprites and Tableg as well, then sprinted backwards along the path the group had just traced.


  With his elven vision, Kestrel could see the patrol that was in the field. It was a large group, over a dozen, and he guessed there were at least two Viathins guiding the guards that were spread wide across a long line that was approaching his friends.


  Kestrel began to sprint at his highest speed, aiming for a Parstole guard who he rammed with his shoulder, knocking the unprepared guard down and causing him to shout in alarm. Kestrel bounced off his target, spun, and kept on running, moving back towards the village as cries rose from others in the line. He was counting on his elf-speed to allow him to elude capture, as he ran circles all around his pursuers, giving them no chance to focus anywhere but on him. He was confident that he could misdirect their attention for long enough to allow his companions to clear the vicinity of the village, and then he could safely make his escape.


  He stopped his sprint away from the line of guards, then cut to his left, towards the village buildings, aware of figures moving between the buildings, and determined not to get too close to them. He stopped in his tracks, and started to cut back towards the guards he wanted to entice away from his friends in the ditch, and as he cut, he heard a spear strike the ground immediately behind him.


  Kestrel cut sharply again, took four steps, then made another sharp cut. He hadn’t anticipated that his pursuers might hurl weapons at him, and he felt uneasy as he resumed running straight at the guards he wanted to confuse; he hoped that no weapons would be thrown if there were other guards who might be so close they could be mistakenly hit. It was a higher level of risk than he had expected to take, but it seemed prudent for the moment.


  He saw the line of guards very close by, running towards him, and then he spotted one of the Viathins in the field. He stopped and took a step back, then stepped to the side as he threw his knife at the creature that controlled at least a portion of the chase.


  He resumed running again, then decided that his friends should have been able to move beyond danger in the time he had been dodging, and he began to run to the southeast, around the far side of the village. Another spear landed in the soil next to him, and he swerved in surprise. He stopped and twisted, then stepped to his left, a little further away from the village again, as he checked to see that the guards were still on his trail.


  There were at least two extra squads who had poured out of the village to join in the chase after him, and they were moving rapidly to cut off his planned route around the far side of the village. One of the squads already in the field was presumably rudderless and no longer a problem, he hoped, following the death of one of the guiding Viathins. “Lucretia,” he called softly, commanding his knife to return.


  Kestrel turned again, starting to feel winded, and raced towards the southwest, back towards the forest he and his friends had left only an hour earlier; he raised his hand and caught his knife as it homed in on him despite his wayward movements. He found a ditch that ran to the east, and jumped down into it, turned to his left, crouched, and started heading east, towards the village once again.


  He could hear his pursuers draw nearer; all of his turning and stopping had given some of them time to draw close, but he hoped that he was out of sight and starting to draw away from them while he stooped below the level of the fields. As he raced along the ditch he heard noises in front of him and raised his head to see a new squad of guards that appeared to be in position to cut him off.


  He skidded to a stop, looked around in the darkness again, and took a deep breath. The only route that was open was to leave the ditch and head straight south, directly away from his friends. Putting distance between himself and them wasn’t bad, but it now appeared that he was going to have to go much further than he had expected, and it would take much longer to rejoin them than he had anticipated.


  With a snort of exasperation he hopped up to the top of the bank, leaving the protection of the ditch, and began to run south. He heard a shout behind him, and seconds later a pair of spears landed just ahead of him. Kestrel altered course and began to run southwest, then saw another spear cross his path directly in front of him.


  As he started to change course again, the shaft of a spear smacked savagely against his forehead, and he passed out.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 6 – Escape from Captivity


  


  When Kestrel woke up, he was lying on a hard surface in a dark room. His head ached, and he was glad for the darkness.


  He lay on his back and tried to understand where he was. He had no memory of the room, despite his efforts to search his brain. He suddenly remembered Gainue, the red guard, and then the rest of his memories streamed to the forefront of his mind, and he realized he had been captured.


  He started to sit up, and his head ached tremendously. He stopped his rise, and sat on his pallet with his head resting on both hands, a pose he held until the pain slowly diminished.


  At length he looked around. His cell had one wall of solid stone, and three walls that were thick metal bars; the ceiling was very low. Through the bars he could see a pair of lanterns on a desk, where a Parstole sat in a chair that leaned back against a wall.


  “You’ve arisen, I see,” he heard a voice behind him say, and he turned quickly, setting off another blinding headache.


  He looked through the bars of his cell and saw a small shadowy shape in the cell next to his.


  “Who are you?” he asked.


  “You do not speak my language?” the shape asked.


  Kestrel remembered the jeweled stud, the gift from Growelf. He placed his finger on the ruby and asked again. “Who are you?”


  “So you do speak our language! Well, the real question is, who are you?” the darkness asked, and then it moved closer to Kestrel, moving up to the edge of its cell, where Kestrel could discern some features. The questioner was about the size of a sprite, but dark in color; its ears were rounded and its smile was wide, while its limbs seemed longer than Kestrel considered usual.


  “You’re larger than the Parstoles, and smaller than the Viathins; your color is different from both. You’re being held captive here. I can’t figure this out,” the small being analyzed Kestrel.


  “I come from a different land. My name is Kestrel. I came here in search of friends who disappeared many months ago,” Kestrel answered.


  The small being stood and seemed to silently ponder Kestrel’s message for several moments. “You’re not going to do much to rescue your friends from the inside of this prison, are you?” it asked.


  Kestrel snorted at the snide comment.


  “I didn’t mean that in an unfriendly manner,” the creature hastily added. “I heard that there were other creatures who came to our land, but they were not reported to be as large as you. If you wish to rescue them, you’ll have to go to Gainsen, the great city, where they were taken as prisoners…once you get out of here.”


  “Who are you? What race are you?” Kestrel asked. “What do you know of my friends?”


  “I am Allgain. I am one of the original inhabitants of this land, the Albanuns. We have been killed and hunted into hiding in the hills, a few survivors of us at least. I heard rumors that a group of blue beings had come into our land, and fought battles with the Viathins and Parstoles. Then I was captured, and now I’m being held until the time of the great sacrifice. As you are too, I presume,” the small figure added.


  “Do you have a plan to escape?” Kestrel asked.


  “If I had a plan, I would have used it by now. I’ve been in here for over a month,” Allgain told Kestrel. “If I come up with a way to escape, I’ll be sure to let you know.”


  Kestrel rubbed his temples vigorously as he tried to massage his headache away. He slowly stood, and found that his hair brushed against the ceiling of his small cage. He turned and walked to the side of his cell that faced the center of the prison he was in, then looked out.


  His eyes had adjusted to the gloomy darkness, aided by the dim light from the jailer’s desk. Leaning against the far wall of the prison, twenty feet away, was a pile of items that he recognized – his own belongings. He saw his pack, his staff, his skin of healing water, and his knife, all dropped together on the floor.


  “Hey you! Sit back down!” the guard called from his seat, looking towards Kestrel.


  Kestrel shuffled back to his pad and took a seat.


  “I think we can escape this place,” Kestrel said softly to Allgain. “Do you want to go with me?”


  “Is it day or night outside?” Allgain asked. “If it’s night time, I’ll go with you; if it’s daylight, I’ll still go with you, but we won’t get far.”


  “Does the jailer carry the keys to these cells with him when he comes over to see us?” Kestrel asked.


  “He does if he plans to open the door and beat you,” Allgain winced at the memory of some past abuse.


  Kestrel rose again. “Okay, get ready,” he spoke through the bars to his neighbor, then shuffled back over to the door to his cell.


  “Is it daylight or night time outside?” he called loudly to the guard, his hand tugging his ear lobe.


  “Be quiet down there!” the guard shouted back.


  “I just asked if it’s day or night,” Kestrel answered. “Aren’t you smart enough to know the difference?”


  “Your mouth is so smart, but your brain is so stupid,” the guard said, sitting up straight. He rose from his seat and walked towards Kestrel’s cell, then passed it and went to another wall, where he opened a door Kestrel hadn’t noticed.


  “Hey!” the Parstole guard called up a staircase. “The big, ugly prisoner wants to be beaten. I need some help down here.”


  After a brief hesitation, there was a pounding on the stairs, and two red guards carrying torches emerged from the doorway. “The ugly one over there,” the jailer pointed at Kestrel.


  He stood up against the bars of his cell, clearly exposing himself as the target the guards needed to address. The enforcers advanced towards Kestrel; “Why are there only two of you?” Kestrel asked with a sneer.


  The guards came directly towards him, and stood just inches away, face to face with him, separated only by the bars of his cell as they snarled. “You’ve got a big mouth and a small brain. We’ll see if we can knock some sense into you, and maybe punch that mouth into silence,” one of them said.


  “What about him? What about the jailer? Why isn’t he over here? Bring him over so I can teach all three of you a lesson at once,” Kestrel said. He gestured towards the man who was still standing by the stairway door. “Come on over coward. Are you afraid still, even when you’ve got these muscle-bound, weak-minded, slabs of useless meat?”


  The jailer came over towards the brewing confrontation, and reached for a set of keys that were hanging from his belt.


  “That’s perfect,” Kestrel said, a comment that confused the guards as they watched him spread his hands apart and raise them as he extended them through the bars. “Mastrin, return!” he called.


  There was a momentary clatter against the far wall, and as the guards turned to see the cause of the noise, Kestrel’s staff came flying towards his two hands, serving as a horizontal bar at the height he held his hands, level with the height of the necks of the guards. As the staff slammed against the red necks on its way to Kestrel’s hands, Kestrel grabbed tightly onto the staff and jerked it powerfully against the outside of his cell bars, trapping and crushing the throats of his captors.


  One passed out immediately, while the other two attempted to claw at their throats, their hands feebly attempting to belatedly protect themselves from Kestrel’s extraordinary attack. The guard with the keys ceased struggling just seconds before the last guard also collapsed into unconsciousness.


  “How did you do that? Are you a great magician?” Allgain shrieked his questions in shock.


  Kestrel bent down and pulled on the body of the jailer, then grabbed his victim’s keys and ripped the chain off his belt. The other two guards had dropped their torches when hit by the staff, and the two lights lay on the floor, guttering and casting wild and lively shadows as Kestrel rose with the keys in his hands and started to test them against the lock on his cell door.


  When he felt the lock click, he pulled the door inward, and stepped out of the cell. In the excitement of his brief battle his adrenaline had surged, wiping away the pain of the headache he felt from his injury, but as he left the cell his head started to throb once more. He stumbled over the pile of bodies by his cell, and reached the spot where his goods lay on the floor. Kestrel slowly bent and picked up the water skin of healing water from the spring in the Eastern Forest, uncorked the cap, and took a drink of the water, then cupped some in his hand and splashed it across his head.


  “Can you set me free too?” he heard Allgain’s voice call.


  He breathed a sigh of relief, then dropped the water skin, and opened Allgain’s cell door, letting the small creature leap out of the cage. I haven’t had more than four paces of space since they locked me in there; thank you great magician!” he told Kestrel, giving an extravagant bow. “Perhaps an escape in the daylight is possible if you can make us fly away or walk through walls.”


  “I’m not a magician,” Kestrel answered. He bent and grabbed the arms of one of the guards, and pulled it into his empty former cell, then hauled in the other two Parstoles as well, and slammed the cell door shut.


  “Well Allgain, what do you think our options are?” Kestrel asked. “I want to get out of here, and start heading north, up to set the captive sprites free.” He was careful not to mention the others who he wanted to meet: Gainue, Tableg, Reasion, Thorsee, and the rest. There was no reason to reveal their existence until he and the small captive were safely away from the clutches of the Viathins’ control; Kestrel knew the ability of torture to force a captive to reveal information, and he wasn’t going to put any information at risk if not needed.


  “We can take the water tunnels,” the small creature answered.


  “What? What are those?” Kestrel asked, uncertain of the phrase Allgain used.


  “They are long empty places beneath the buildings,” Allgain spoke in slow, measured words, “where the filthy water goes away, and they lead to the river.”


  “Sewers?” Kestrel asked, letting the ruby in Growelf’s enchanted ear stud translate the word.


  “Yes!” Allgain agreed. “That’s a better word. We could go down in there, and as long as it doesn’t rain, we could go all the way to the river valley without being seen.”


  “How big are the tunnels?” Kestrel asked cautiously. Allgain’s proposal sounded like a possibility, but Kestrel had no desire to become trapped in a sewer.


  “I don’t know; I’ve never been in them before,” his new companion replied.


  Kestrel sighed. “Can we get into them from this building?” he asked. He felt his elven breeding erupting within his psyche, expressing a horror at the notion of being trapped in a tight spot underground. He had accepted the caves of the gnomes when he had lived in Amethysaquina, in part because the caverns were only extensions of the homes that fronted them, in part because they were large and roomy, in part because they provided relative warmth and protection in the harsh mountain wintertime, and in part because there was always a way out. But this situation promised none of those alleviating factors.


  “Every building in the town is connected somehow,” Allgain replied. “So there must be a way from this building. Shall we go look?”


  Kestrel looked at the three unconscious guards in the cell, then he walked over to the desk and picked up the lantern. He walked back to the guttering torches and snuffed them out. “Let me load up,” he said as he slowly began to strap his pack and bow and quiver over his shoulders, reluctant to actually have to go in search of the sewer tunnels, though they obviously represented the best means of escape. “Okay, I’m ready,” he said, and they walked over to the door and began to climb the stairs, their lantern providing a mobile pool of dim light in the staircase.


  They reached a closed door at the top of the stairs, and both of them paused, Allgain a step higher than Kestrel. After a wordless look at each other, Kestrel cautious pressed the door open a fraction of an inch, then paused. There was no sound or reaction, so he pressed it open further, enough to see that the next room they would enter was also dark.


  There was still no sound, so he pressed the door open wide enough to pass through, and both the escapees climbed up off the stairs, Allgain’s small legs stretching to climb the riser as Kestrel took the step without thinking about his action. They stood in a dark room; there was a window on one wall, a dark window that indicated night had fallen outside. On the same wall their doorway stood in was another door.


  “This may be the way down to the sewer line opening,” Allgain suggested quietly.


  Kestrel rolled his eyes, then placed his hand on the door latch. As he did, there was a sound at a third door, and a pair of unwary Parstoles entered the room, then stood in silent astonishment at the sight of the two startled prisoners bent on freedom.


  After a moment’s pause, Kestrel threw his knife at the hindmost of the two guards. “Climb on, Allgain, and hold on tight,” he grunted as he unexpectedly reached down to grab his companion, then swung him up into the air and flung the small creature atop his own pack on his back.


  “Hold on tight!” he repeated, then suddenly charged forward, into the chest of the shocked guard who still stood, fumbling with his sword until Kestrel shouldered him viciously to the ground and ran past him.


  Outside the door was a step down to the ground, and suddenly they were outside. Kestrel paused for a moment to look up at the sky and check on the strange constellations overhead. There were no recognizable features, but the guard behind him suddenly yelled loudly, and Kestrel randomly chose to run to his right. “Lucretia, return,” he called, holding his palm open and facing backwards as he broke into an all-out sprint.


  He seemed to be on the main road through the village where they had been held hostage, and he saw the end of the line of structures not far ahead, the open terrain beyond beckoning him forward to freedom. He let his legs run at their fullest speed, the pace one that was beyond any human, and he hoped beyond any of the residents of the world he was in, as he heard the guard behind him still shouting for help. He cleared the last building, and saw open fields on either side of him.


  “Kestrel! Where are we going?” Allgain shouted in his ear. Kestrel was well aware of the small being’s presence; his companion held on very tightly, one hand pulling on his pack strap while the other hand’s fingers were painfully entangled in Kestrel’s hair.


  “We’re going to freedom!” Kestrel flung the words backwards.


  “I don’t understand you,” Allgain replied. “Can you speak my language?”


  Kestrel reached his hand up to his ear to use his translator. “I said we’re going to freedom. Which way is it to the city where we have to save Dewberry?”


  “That way, to the right,” Allgain immediately answered.


  “We’re going to decoy first,” Kestrel informed him. He released his hold on his ear stud and began pumping his arms again to add to the speed of his stride, then cut to his left, leaving the road and entering an empty field as he heard the sounds of shouts behind him, an indication that the pursuit had already begun.


  “You’re so fast!” Allgain squealed as Kestrel fled as fast as he could. He heard a spear hit the ground just a few feet behind him, which propelled him to find another, unknown, reserve of energy that allowed him to again increase his speed and enable him to escape his pursuers, unlike his last effort. He no longer tried to feint, dodge, or swerve to keep the attention of the guards that chased him, he simply ran with flat-out speed, as an elf was able to do, and flew across the ground, hurling over ditches and obstacles. He saw trees ahead, the goal he sought, and he flew into the forest, penetrated deep enough to be out of sight of the guards he had left behind, and then he finally swerved, turning sharply to his right as he dodged among tree trunks, then startled Allgain with a sudden leap, as he began to climb up the trunk of a large tree, one in which he could enjoy the traditional elven feeling of comfort among the branches high off the ground.


  “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Allgain asked, as Kestrel reached a suitable height, then ran out along a wide, gnarly branch that extended far away from the central trunk of the tree.


  “Kestrel!” the small passenger screamed in terror as the elf suddenly leapt from the branch, shooting forward and dropping to a branch on an adjoining tree.


  “Ssshhhh!” Kestrel placed his finger to his lips as he lightly stepped along the tree branch and reached the central trunk. He climbed higher, then repeated the process of moving north, passing from tree to tree for several minutes, exhilarated to experience a reminder of his joyful, carefree days in the Eastern Forest. At last, he concluded they had traveled far enough in the air to be beyond the reach of their pursuers, and he stopped at the crook of multiple branches conjoining with the central trunk of a random tree, and he placed Allgain down on the widest branch.


  “We’ll spend a few hours here,” Kestrel said softly as he placed his finger on Growelf’s ruby. “This will be safe,”


  “Who defines what safe is?” Allgain asked in a shrill voice.


  “Keep your voice down or the Parstoles will find us,” Kestrel scolded his small companion who clung to the tree trunk. “Here,” he re-arranged his pack and wrapped the straps around the branch to give Allgain someplace to sit. “Don’t your people ever climb trees?”


  “Not like you did,” Allgain replied, sitting hastily down on the pack in relief.


  “I love the trees,” Kestrel said, feeling a strong nostalgic longing for his elven heritage. “I grew up in a great forest, where the trees never seemed to end. We’ll be safe as long as we can travel through trees.”


  “We’ll be able to travel through trees for most of the way to Gainsen,” Allgain replied. “But I hope you mean walking on the ground among the trees, not jumping through the air among the trees!”


  “I do,” Kestrel said reassuringly. “We’ll have to go to the ground to find the rest of the rescue party anyway.”


  “What rescue party?” Allgain asked sharply.


  “The others I was with before; I didn’t tell you about them while we were captive in the prison. There are several others who I was traveling with who all were going towards your big city, Gainsen. We all came through from our other land on this mission, except for the Parstoles,” Kestrel explained.


  “Parstoles? You were traveling with them? Are you a spy?” Allgain’s voice rose again.


  “I was a spy,” Kestrel said, “but not in this land, not for the Parstoles or Viathins. No, I killed the Viathin that controlled these Parstoles, and now they’re traveling with us, trying to get back to the passage to their own land.


  “We may go there with them; they say there is a way there to defeat the Viathins. We want to try to find it and bring it back to our own land, where we need to use it,” Kestrel hastily explained.


  “Is it a weapon? Could we use it here too?” Allgain asked excitedly. “I never heard there was a way to defeat them.”


  “If we have to go to the land of the Parstoles to find out how they defeated the Viathins, you may come with us, and we can all hope to benefit from the knowledge we gain,” Kestrel agreed.


  “That promise almost makes it worthwhile to sit up here in this tree,” Gainsen laughed, and Kestrel laughed with him, before they settled down and slept for several hours.


  When Kestrel awoke it was still dark outside, and there was no indication that searchers were nearby in the forest.


  “Let’s go, Allgain,” Kestrel roused the small dark being he was now traveling with. In the strange land with the strange double sun, Kestrel appreciated having any companion to travel with, to give a feeling of belonging in a place where he knew he didn’t belong. “Climb on my back, hold on tight, but don’t pull my hair this time,” he instructed, and moments later they began their descent and their journey north to find Kestrel’s companions, the city of Gainsen, and the way back to the land of the Parstoles.


  Dawn did not break until after Kestrel had successfully carried his weapons, supplies, and Allgain across the open fields around the village where they had been held. They reached the forested valley hillside north of the village, and Kestrel set the small creature down on the ground. Allgain stayed behind Kestrel, relying on the elf’s superior night vision to pick a path through the forest.


  They traipsed through the woods, for hours, until Kestrel decided to take a break, long after the sun had risen. “How long will it take us to get to Gainsen?” he asked Allgain.


  “At the rate you travel, about two days,” Allgain replied. “For a regular Albanun, it would be four or five days.”


  “We need to catch up with the rest of my companions, and they’re at least a day ahead of us,” Kestrel explained his haste. “And we don’t know exactly where they are, so we need to hustle along.”


  “We need to hustle along anyway, because these hills are haunted,” Allgain said emphatically. “I wouldn’t even be staying here if I wasn’t with a powerful magician like you.”


  Kestrel bit his tongue, and chose not to discuss the fact that he was not a magician. “How so are they haunted?” he asked.


  “They’re haunted, you know – things happen, things are here, unknown and inexplicable occurrences. This isn’t my land of origin, so I only know the vague tales,” Allgain answered.


  Kestrel pulled two pieces of travel bread from his bag, and gave one to the Albanu native, as he chewed on one himself. “Let’s get going, and we’ll watch out for ghost and goblins,” he said without conviction. “And we can watch out for my friends too.


  “Here, climb on,” he stooped and offered his back to Allgain, then began loping once his passenger was securely in place. They travelled on for the rest of the day, and spent another night in the trees, much to Allgain’s distress, and then moved quickly along the following day, without interruption or interference.


  In mid-afternoon there was a rumble of thunder overhead. “We have to take cover,” Allgain said hastily, and Kestrel detected real panic in his voice.


  “Is it a storm?” the elf asked, “or something worse?”


  “What could be worse than a storm?” Allgain asked. “We have to get under cover. That sounded close; it may be sneaking over the hill and could be closer than we realize.”


  “Getting wet isn’t so bad,” Kestrel replied. “Besides, it will slow everyone else down, and drive them indoors. We could slip down to the road and make good time while everyone else is cooped up.”


  “We won’t make good time; we’ll die,” Allgain said bluntly. “We have to find some protection. What do you see?”


  Kestrel swung his head around, looking through the forest for some type of shelter. He evidently didn’t understand what storms were like in Albanu, or else Allgain didn’t understand how basic they were. In either case, Kestrel decided that shelter was prudent, and they could depart from any protection easily if the storm proved not to be as dire as Allgain thought.


  To his left, as the hills rose higher, and the slopes grew steep, there was a tall band of exposed stone, a ribbon of short cliffs, trees and rock slides interrupting and adorning intermittent stretches. There appeared to be deep overhangs, places where they could huddle safely beneath the sheltering stones.


  He swerved and began to climb. As he moved, the sky overhead grew darker in a matter of moments, and a growling, sound suddenly dropped down from the heights of the hill in front of him.


  “Hurry! Hurry!” Allgain begged and cried in terror, and Kestrel redoubled his efforts. He picked out a spot to aim for, and directed the flight of his feet towards it, growing fearful as he heard the approaching sound of something calamitous, a hissing, percussive sound that was growing closer to him as he ran towards it, praying that he would reach the safety of the cliff before danger fell down upon him.


  The cliff was only twenty yards away, he saw, through a thick tangle of bushes, but the approaching sound was very close now. He recognized it as a continuous, overpowering combination of constantly falling rain, or sleet or hail or some other objects, striking the ground just above the cliff, with a constant flow of sound, percussive sound that scared him.


  Suddenly everything in front of him turned grey, an impenetrable screen that fell between him and the shallow caves of the cliff, even though he had waded through half the patch of briers, and come within ten yards of the cliff.


  The grey wall leapt at him as he jumped towards it, and then it was suddenly upon him. He felt himself being pelted down, painfully stoned by a thick shower of devastating hailstones that pounded down upon him, bruising and cracking against him. He felt Allgain being pressed against his back as the force of the stones hammered the small person against Kestrel’s flesh. Kestrel started to fall to his knees as he tried to continue to move forward, and his momentum carried him through the last of the bushes and into the narrow, open verge that beckoned him to crawl forward to the stony shelter that he thought must be only steps ahead of him.


  There was rain mixed in with the hail, he realized. He felt his clothes grow soaked as the hailstones continued to punish him. He made it forward another few feet, and suddenly he saw the stony cliff face again; he made it into the beginnings of the sheltered edge of the ground where the tumult from above was blocked by the escarpment in front of him and overhead.


  One last large hailstone smashed painfully into his ankle, making him moan in anguish, and then he crawled into full protection, no longer hit by the wrathful punishment that the angry red heavens overhead had inflicted upon the world below.


  Kestrel moved to the deepest center of the shallow grotto, and shrugged the unconscious Allgain off his back. He propped his friend up against the back wall, then removed his backpack and his bow and quiver of arrows, with his staff laid aside as well.


  Two fingers on one hand were swollen and he had difficulty as he tried to hold the skin of healing water and open the stopper. After a minute of work, he got the water open, and took a sip of the water, then poured a small amount into Allgain’s mouth. The Albanun sputtered, then opened his eyes for the first time since they had reached their refuge.


  “I hurt so badly,” he moaned to Kestrel.


  “I’m sure you do; I do too. The water I gave you will help you to heal quickly. I’m sorry I didn’t realize how terrible your storms are here. That was awful; are they all like that?” Kestrel replied.


  “This is pretty typical,” Allgain answered, looking out at the curtain of gray and white that still fell only feet away from them. They both spoke loudly to be heard over the noise of the crashing precipitation near them.


  After that, they both sat back in silence, nursing their wounds, for several minutes as they stared out into the whiteness beyond. Finally, as his nerves and his body began to recover from the shock of the storm, Kestrel’s eyes began to rove around, and he discovered that the shallow grotto they were in appeared to have an awkwardly placed passage that ran deeper into the hillside behind them.


  Kestrel stood up, then placed his hands up into the darkness he had noticed, a cave that appeared to rise and twist away as it eventually ran back into the earth. He poked his head up into the darkness, then placed both hands up over his head and lifted himself up completely into a space that he found he could stand up within. In some manner he couldn’t understand, the cave chamber seemed to be well-lit from the opening he had just entered, lit to a surprising degree that allowed him to dimly see several yards deep into a smooth-walled passage stretching in front of him.


  “Where are you? What are you doing up there?” Allgain called up to him.


  “There’s a long cave up here,” Kestrel replied, as his eyes slowly adjusted to the dark interior.


  “Come down out of there,” Allgain shouted. “If these hills are haunted, then that cave has to be chock-full of trouble.”


  An inexplicable light down around the curve in the cave’s walls appeared, seemed to waver, then grew brighter.


  “I’m going to go look a little bit – not very far,” Kestrel assured Allgain. “I’ll just go see what this light is. I’ll be right back.”


  He cautiously began to advance along the surprisingly smooth surface of the cave floor. There was a very faint ambient light in the cave, he realized, coming from a band of some particular mineral that he didn’t recognize as it streaked along the low ceiling of the passage. He reached up to touch the source of the faint pink glow, and touched a smooth, almost glassy, cool surface.


  As he advanced and started to go around the curve of the cave, he found that the glow from the overhead stony band continued to illuminate the distance ahead, but that far off there was a different brightness – the cooler, blue light he was following, whose source he couldn’t see, and it wavered slightly from time to time.


  “Allgain?” Kestrel called back. “Can you hear me?” he could no longer see the entrance of the cave, but the light that filtered up from where the Albanun waited was clearly visible behind him, a relatively dazzling brightness.


  “I hear you Kestrel,” he heard his companion call back.


  “I’m going to follow this light a little further, to go see where it comes from. Everything is fine, and I’m safe,” Kestrel informed Allgain, as he pulled his knife from its sheath on his hip, just to be safe. He started forward again, and after twenty more yards, the bend of the cave was enough to further reduce the light he could see from the cavern entrance, and after another minute of walking along the way he could see no sign showing that the entrance existed at all, though the glow before him continued to brighten.


  His next step caused him to somehow stumble over a stone he hadn’t seen on the ground. “Brown leaves and broken branches!” he swore in Elven without thinking, nervous about the underground surroundings. He thought of his relief just days earlier when he had avoided having to crawl around in the underground sewers of the village he had escaped from, and grinned at his undeniable elven heritage.


  “Is someone there?” he heard a soft voice, a feminine voice ask from some spot nearby, up ahead, and he froze in shock.


  “Is someone there?” the girlish voice asked again. “I heard you; you spoke in my language,” she pleaded, speaking again in the elven language, he realized with shock.


  Kestrel gripped his knife tighter as he tried to imagine any possible way that another elf could have been transported to this strange world of two suns. His imagination failed him; there was no plausible explanation. Yet he had heard the voice call out; and he fatalistically concluded that he must go on into whatever situation was ahead, in order to find the source of the voice. With a sigh, he moved forward to see what situation existed that could provide such an extraordinary lure.


  The passageway turned again, more sharply than before, and it grew in size to a chamber as large as a sitting room in a palace, a space that was many yards across in each direction, with a ceiling that rose in height to twice that of the passageway. There were several entrances that showed other passages also feeding into the chamber, and each exhibited the same strange band of glowing mineral along the ceiling. The bands all came together atop the chamber, and spread widely across the chamber top, making virtually the whole surface glow.


  But all those facts were lost on Kestrel, who stood with his knife in his hand, his caution forgotten as he looked across the chamber where a girl sat with her back propped against the far wall, her hands and feet bound, her legs bent beneath her.


  The girl was an elf. She wore a gown that was tattered and torn, one that must have been alluring before it was mistreated, but that escaped Kestrel’s notice as he focused on the ears and the eyebrows of the girl. The ears were at least as pointed as his were, not as high and not as intricately whorled as most elves, while the eyebrows arched at a gentler plane than most other elves, but in looking at her, there was no mistaking the elven heritage she carried.


  Nor could one fail to notice that her hair was an unusual color, possibly green, though Kestrel wasn’t sure what it would look like if seen under the natural light of his native land. Her build was not as slender as an elf’s, he noticed as well, and that drew his attention to her dress, one that accentuated the distinctly human-like curves that adorned the girl’s figure. And her face was beautiful. There was no word Kestrel knew to describe just how exquisitely the best features of human and elven beauty had combined in her visage – her cheekbones and nose and chin and eyes, all had a perfection of shape and placement and symmetry that was flawless. She was beautiful, and familiar, yet he couldn’t identify where he had seen her before.


  “You’re a human!” the girl cried out. “You spoke the elven language in the passageway.”


  Kestrel looked down at the ring on his left hand, then discovered that at some point he couldn’t remember, he had transferred the ring to his right hand, making him appear human.


  “I may look like a human, but I was raised in the Eastern Forest, and my mother was an elf,” Kestrel answered in Elvish. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?” He walked towards her and bent down, then slipped his knife through the ropes that bound her feet and hands.


  “My name is Moorin,” the girl replied,


  Kestrel’s head snapped up, and he looked at her in shock.


  She looked back at him. For just a moment he seemed to see something in her expression that he couldn’t identify, a probing exploration of his reaction, overlaid with some cynical observation of him. Whatever it was, it lasted less than the blink of his eyes, and then her eyes stared back at his with nothing but fear and hope mixed together.


  “What is it?” she asked, as she began to rub her hands over her ankles, trying to stimulate the flow of blood.


  Kestrel continued to stare, as his mind replayed his memories of the first time he had ever heard the name, back when he had no idea of how incredibly his life would begin to unfold. He remembered entering an inn in an otherwise forgettable elven village in the Eastern Forest, a village he had visited on his way to Center Trunk the first time. At the inn he had been subjected to an unexpected audience with Kere, the elven goddess of fortune. Kere had told him that someday he would meet a girl of mixed blood, and he would have to both rescue her and save her. The two distinct acts remained in his memory; he had asked Kere whether the two were the same, for she had mentioned this separately. The girl’s name was Moorin. He had seen Kere pretend to be her once before, at the healing spring.


  And now, in this place far from where either of them ought by any right be, he had found Moorin, the mixed-heritage girl who he was commanded to rescue.


  “I’ve heard your name before. I was told I would meet you one day,” Kestrel answered in an intense whisper. “I was told to rescue you.”


  “Told? By who? A gypsy fortune-teller? I’m hardly the girl of your dreams who you intend to marry,” Moorin scoffed for just a second. “But thank you for saving me,” she said in a softer tone. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” Did they bring you here too? How did you escape?”


  “I was sent here,” Kestrel answered, his spy training unexpectedly warning him to reveal as little as possible. “I came to rescue some friends. I didn’t expect to find you!”


  “Are your friends here too, in this cave? I thought there were more captives further back in the caves,” Moorin told him.


  She was an incredibly alluring girl, Kestrel thought. Even bedraggled and worn in the dim light of the cave, she combined the elements of both her racial identities in a way that accentuated the best of each. “How did you get here?” he asked her, still crouched down beside her.


  “I was taken captive in Lakeview after Uniontown overran the city. They put me on a boat and took me down south on the Gamble River, all the way to Uniontown. I was put in prison there for months, where I was told I was going to be sold as a slave to join a rich man’s harem. Then something changed, and they put me on another boat one day and took me all the way to the Western Mountains,” Moorin said. “I was taken by a squad of soldiers far up into the mountains, to a cave high up in the tallest mountain I ever saw, and when they sent me in I walked until I came out in this world, and was immediately taken captive by the Parstoles.


  “The red guards escorted me until they were attacked, and I was taken up here to this cave, hours ago,” she seemed to suddenly feel self-conscious about her appearance, and began to tug her revealing neckline up.


  Kestrel stood, and she held her hands up to him, inviting him to help her rise. He clasped her hands then lifted, surprised at how light she felt; it was her elven heritage, he knew. And there was something else, a sense of physical kinship he seemed to feel with her as they touched. She felt warm, and somehow just the feel of her flesh touching his gave him a feeling on contentment and happiness. He reluctantly loosened his fingers, and after a moment she withdrew her hands from his.


  “Who attacked the red guards and brought you here?” Kestrel asked, thinking of Allgain’s claims that there were ghosts in the hills.


  “I never saw them,” Moorin told him as she smoothed her dress with her hands. “It was dark, and I was tied up in the middle of the squad that took me. Someone grabbed me from behind and they carried me high, up over their heads. They left me here, and I’ve been here ever since. Do you have any water or food?”


  “I left them at the entrance to the cave,” Kestrel said. “Let’s take you there now and get you out of here.”


  “What about your companions?” Moorin asked. “If they’re being held captive here too, shouldn’t we go try to set them free?”


  “Are you sure they’re here?” Kestrel asked. “What makes you think they may be?”


  “Just sounds and words I heard coming down one of these other caves,” Moorin told him. “If there aren’t any ghosts around right now, this is the best time to try to set your friends free.


  “But my feet don’t feel well; can I hold onto your shoulder while we go find them, to help me keep my balance?” she asked hesitantly.


  Kestrel wished he had brought the skin of healing water with him, but he hadn’t anticipated any such need for it. “Maybe I should set you safely outside, and then come back to get them on my own,” he suggested. “That way you won’t have to walk so far.”


  “No,” Moorin answered sharply. “Let’s just go find them as fast as we can, and then we can all leave this place together, once and for all,” her tone softened.


  “Here,” Kestrel gave up the argument. “You can climb on my back if you want to, and ride, so your feet don’t hurt,” he crouched down and turned his back to her. “You’re so light I won’t even notice your weight,” he gallantly said.


  “Thank you,” she said, and immediately climbed on his back, her arms wrapping around his shoulder and chest, as her legs circled his waist. Kestrel stood up, and was astonished at how energetic he felt, and how happy to have her with him.


  “Which way?” he asked.


  “Go there first,” her hand pointed to a passage. Kestrel immediately began to move as she directed.


  “So you were raised as a human among the elves?” Moorin asked as he walked along. “If your mother was an elf, why don’t you look for like an elf?”


  Kestrel felt a sudden sense of how lonely the girl must have been, held in prison at Uniontown, treated as a tradable slave and shipped off to this strange land. He wanted to comfort her and answer her questions, to make her feel she could trust him. “I usually look mostly like an elf, except to other elves,” he explained. “When I started traveling to human lands, I wanted to look like the humans, so I had a surgeon cut my ears back and reposition my eyebrows. I passed as a human in Estone and Graylee,” he explained.


  He suddenly tripped over a stone, and lost his balance. Moorin shrieked as he went flying forward, and he extended a hand to brace himself. His hand hit the wall, and he bounced forward, then regained his footing and stood upright. He instinctively placed his hand behind him to lift Moorin up, then stammered in embarrassment as he felt the soft flesh his fingers touched.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” he immediately said. “I didn’t think.”


  Moorin laughed. “Don’t be so silly. I know you didn’t try to get fresh, and no harm was done. Thank you for your intentions. I know you’re just trying to help me,” she said softly in his ear. “It did help prevent me from falling.”


  “How far do you think we need to go if we’re going to find them?” Kestrel leaned his head back to ask her as he resumed a steady pace. “They couldn’t have been too far along if you could hear them.”


  “They probably aren’t much farther,” she agreed, leaning her head against his to answer, so that he not only heard her voice, but felt the gentle movement of her jaw as she spoke. “Sometimes the echoes in caves like this can make sounds travel in funny ways though. Don’t give up.”


  Kestrel continued to walk on, as he felt Moorin’s head lay against his. The girl was remarkable, he thought, to be able to recover so quickly from the horrors she had faced.


  “There’s some water,” he suddenly exclaimed, as he saw a small stream flowing along the side of their passageway. “Let me stop and give you some of this to drink,” he said, stepping towards the water, as he remembered her earlier request for water.


  He felt her move her head to one side, and she looked over his shoulder as he bent down to the water and cupped his hands to raise a drink to her lips. As he looked down at the water beneath him a sudden surge of light seemed to blaze from the glowing mineral in the ceiling, and he saw everything around him clearly. He saw the walls of the cave, and he saw that only a few yards away it suddenly opened out into wider space, another large room within the stony hill. There was a group of people lying on the ground on the far side.


  And looking down in the water, he saw his own reflection, his face still bruised from where one of the hailstones had struck his forehead in the storm outside. But over his shoulder he saw another face, a reptilian face, a snout and wide mouth, set below beady, staring eyes that looked down in the water at him, then deliberately winked at him.


  Kestrel shouted in horror and stood up abruptly, twisting his torso around rapidly and swinging his left arm around behind him to grasp Moorin’s body and wrench it away from him. He shrugged wildly as he felt her tighten her grasp on his throat, then he snapped his body forward and flung her over his head, so that she landed in the water in front of him, her body twisting in midair with extraordinary agility, so that she landed on her feet. As he watched fearfully, her whole being sloughed off its elven-human appearance, and he faced a creature that was part reptile, part feline, a being that snarled, then seemed to purr, as a long, sinuous tongue darted from its mouth.


  “This could have been much more pleasant if you hadn’t done that,” the creature sibilantly murmured. “You would have enjoyed the final treatment I gave you. You’re such a delectable, unusual creature, so unlike anything else I’ve ever had.


  “Instead, we’re going to make this a little rougher,” the former Moorin spat as it leapt forward and swung a clawed hand at him, swiping towards him with a move that he only avoided by moving instinctively with his elven reflexes.


  “You’re a bit of a challenge, aren’t you?” the creature looked at him from the corner of its eye as it spoke.


  Kestrel reached to his hip, and as the creature began to jump towards him again, he flung his knife at the animal while he threw his body backwards with a torqueing twist that let him land on his hands and then bounce and twist further away from the monster in a position that allowed him to land on his feet.


  There was a flash of bright light, an explosion, and Kestrel saw that it was caused by the contact between his knife and the monster. There were flames erupting from the creature’s chest where his knife had landed and stuck, and the monster was reeling backwards, before it fell backwards and landed on the floor of the cavern, dead.


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel called. There was another eruption of sparks and his knife disengaged itself from the monster’s still smoldering body and flew back to his hand.


  He was trembling with shock. His hand gripped the knife tightly, and he stood looking at the dead monster, watching it, and thinking about what it had done, what it had been. Somehow it had known something, a memory buried deeply in his mind. It had exploited that memory, and it had shifted its shape in a pleasing manner that had made him trust it.


  “Kestrel? Was that you?” he heard a voice call. “Are you alright?”


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 7 – Reunion and Movement


  


  He held his knife in front of him at the sound of the voice, and noted how his hand quivered. He had seen something in the open space, a number of bodies, seen too hurriedly to have revealed any details. And he had just seen a vivid demonstration of how things in the cavern were not necessarily what they appeared to be.


  Cautiously, with his eyes focused on the dead monster on the floor, Kestrel advanced around the body and forward to the chamber, where he approached the bodies he had seen.


  They appeared to be his companions, Tableg, the imps, the Parstoles, all tied thoroughly with stout cords, lying on their backs watching him approach. “Kestrel, is that really you?” one of the imps, Thorsee, he thought, called out.


  “I’m really me,” he replied to several sounds of relief, coming over to the group and kneeling next to Reasion, who smiled angelically at him. “But I don’t know if all of you are really you.”


  “That monster took on a different appearance; it looked like someone else,” Kestrel began to explain.


  “What are you saying?” Gainue asked.


  Kestrel raised his finger to his earlobe to touch Growelf’s ruby, and repeated his words.


  “But Kestrel, who could possibly look like so many of us?” Tableg asked.


  “When my knife touched that monster, it caused an explosion,” Kestrel explained, still holding his ear. “I don’t know why, but it did.


  “So I’m going to prick each of you with my knife, to find out if you are real, or a monstrous impostor,” he said. “Reasion, I’ll start with you, my friend. I’m sorry if this hurts,” he said as he gently pressed the point of his knife against the sprite’s upper arm, and waited momentarily.


  There was no reaction until Reasion noisily let out a long sigh of relief. The two of them grinned at each other, and Kestrel sliced through the ropes that bound the sprite.


  He proceeded to work around the group of captives, pressing the enchanted blade against each of them, then setting them all free. When they all had been cut from their bonds, he urged them to stand up, to help one another stand up. “We need to go,” he told them. “I want to get out of this cave as fast as possible, and I’m sure you do too. It’s not far – just a few minutes away to the exit, so let’s all get going.


  “I’m glad to see you all again,” he added, glancing around the group with a grin.


  Most of the others were squinting in the dim light, unable to see as well as Kestrel could with his elven eyesight, and so he slowly led them out of the chamber and down the corridor he had used to reach the captives. When they arrived at the next large chamber, the one where he had found the fake Moorin, he stopped and looked around at the multiple exits from the space. He had no clear recollection of which way was the correct way out to return to Allgain, and he hesitated as he looked around.


  “Gainue, go stand by that exit and watch it,” he point to his right. “Thorsee and Reasion, go stand by that cave,” he directed the pair of sprites. “Tableg, you go to that one, and watch,” he finally gave the gnome directions.


  “What are we watching for?” Gainue asked.


  “All of you are watching for my staff; when I call it, it will come from where I left it outside. Watch to see if it comes past you, and if it does, then your cave is the way out of here,” he explained. “Mastrin,” he called, “I need you.”


  He backed against the wall of the chamber and tried to look in all directions. After a few seconds he heard a bumping noise, and turned towards Tableg’s direction in time to see his staff come flying towards him. “That way to freedom!” he pointed the staff as soon as he held it, and the group promptly began to troop along the passageway out.


  “I have a friend out there,” Kestrel cautioned them. “Let me go first and prepare him to see all of you come out,” he said as the light from the cave entrance began to become evident. Moments later he dropped down from the cave into the shallow grotto where Allgain sat huddled beside the pile of items Kestrel had left behind.


  “Kestrel?” the native of the land stood up. “Your staff just exploded out of here minutes ago,” Allgain gestured to the staff that Kestrel held. “I hoped that was a good sign. Did you find anything in there?”


  “I found my friends,” Kestrel answered. “I found them and I found a monster in there too. I fought the monster, and I set my friends free. They’ll start coming down here to join us.


  “I see you made the storm stop,” Kestrel gestured towards the open space beyond the grotto, where damaged vegetation lay strewn across the floor of the forest.


  “You did your share, and I did mine,” Allgain grinned. “Get your friends down here and let’s get going away from this place.”


  The first traveler to drop down into Kestrel’s arms was Reasion. Kestrel caught his small blue friend in a hug that was warmly returned, and then as Kestrel turned to place Reasion on the ground behind him, Allgain and Reasion saw one another. They each froze in place, their expressions showing amazement, while Kestrel felt Reasion’s body shiver.


  The clouds overhead cleared away at that moment, and beams of sunlight fell down through the tree leaves above; to Kestrel it seemed as though rosy beams illuminated the two small beings in particular, making them glow and stand out from everything around them.


  “Do you two know each other?” Kestrel asked, puzzled.


  “We do and we don’t,” Allgain answered cryptically. “We’ve never seen each other, but I know – the land and the air and all the living things tell me – that my destiny depends on this creature.”


  Reasion nodded in agreement, and left Kestrel in a slow, seemingly majestic walk forward. The two each held a hand out towards the other, and when their palms touched one another, Kestrel imagined he heard a sound of ethereal pleasure resonate within his soul.


  “Are the rest of us allowed down?” Thorsee asked impatiently.


  Kestrel turned away from the inexplicable meeting in the grotto and stretched his arms up, then began to receive the imps one by one.


  “How many imps have you brought?” Allgain asked as Pumpkin became the fourth and final blue figure to enter the grotto.


  “That’s all of them. Now come the Parstoles, who are our allies,” Kestrel reminded Allgain, and he stepped aside as the taller members of the red race dropped down to the grotto floor and dusted themselves off.


  Finally Tableg tumbled down to the ground as well, and the new group of travelers was all present together for the first time.


  “We shouldn’t stay up here any longer than we have to,” Allgain said.


  Kestrel looked out at the long shadows that stretched away, indicating how low the suns were setting in the west, behind the hills above them.


  “Will there be another storm after this one, or are we safe to go out?” he asked, holding onto his ear stud to speak to all the group, thinking that the partial shelter of the grotto might be preferable to spending the night in the open forest.


  “Storms don’t follow one another,” Gainue answered. “And we never liked to patrol this area; these hills were rumored to be haunted. Now we know it was more than a rumor.”


  Just then an unearthly wail came echoing out of the cavern opening, sending chills up Kestrel’s spine.


  “I agree,” Kestrel easily capitulated upon hearing the cry, and they began to filter down the steep hillside, leaving the grotto and the caves and the fears of ghosts and unknown monsters behind. When they reached the relatively flat terrain of the forest that fronted along the road and the fields in the river valley bottom, Kestrel began leading them north again, and they kept walking until after sunset, when the eyesight of the others was unable to discern the pathway that Kestrel picked out for them.


  “I think we should build a fire tonight,” Gainue told Kestrel as they halted. “The Viathins and Parstoles don’t like to travel along this road because of the reputation of these hills, so we’re not likely to be spotted or disturbed. And the fire will make all of us feel better after spending time in the darkness in that cave.”


  Kestrel immediately appreciated the value of the red-skinned being’s suggestion. “Would all of you like to have a fire tonight in camp?” he asked the group, his ear stud providing translation.


  Every head nodded enthusiastically, and Kestrel assigned tasks to the members of group, as he sat down and opened his pack to look at his supplies. The rescued group from the cave had emerged without any supplies or weapons; they had escaped with only the clothes on their backs, literally, and Kestrel recognized that the next challenge they faced was supplying and arming them all.


  “How much longer will it be until we reach Gainsen?” he asked Allgain several minutes later as they sat in front of the fire and each ate their scanty share of the supplies Kestrel handed out.


  “Tomorrow,” Allgain answered.


  “Do you agree that we can reach Gainsen tomorrow?” Kestrel asked Gainue.


  “Yes, easily,” the Parstole guard agreed.


  “Do either of you know where our friends, Dewberry and Jonson, and all the other sprite captives, would be held in the city if they’re being held to await being sacrificed?” Kestrel asked.


  “There’s only one place – the amphitheater cells,” Gainue replied. “There’s a great stadium on the outskirts of the city, and the prisoners are probably being held there, especially since the cells are so small and the sprites are the right size to be kept in them.”


  Kestrel translated the answer for Allgain. “That seems logical,” the Albanun agreed.


  “How far outside the city is the amphitheater?” Kestrel asked Allgain.


  “I do not know; this was not my kingdom when our race ruled the land, so I never came here,” he answered in some embarrassment.


  “It’s on the side of the city nearest to us; this road we’re shadowing leads right to it,” Gainue explained.


  “Can the Viathins tell if you are under the control of one of them or not?” Kestrel asked Gainue, the germ of an idea floating in his head.


  No,” the Parstole answered. “They know that all of us who are here came because we were controlled by them. When one of them dies or leaves to go to the new world they’re consuming next – your world – their servants are picked up by other Viathin masters.”


  “But if there’s no alternative master around when a Viathin dies, as your controller did,” Kestrel followed the logical trail, “then there’s no one to know that an uncontrolled Parstole is roaming around.”


  “That’s true,” Gainue agreed. He looked at Kestrel with an expression that Kestrel couldn’t decipher; his small horns seemed to wiggle, and his nose looked more keenly sharp than before. “So what do you have in mind?”


  “Could a Parstole take someone who looks like a prisoner into the stadium as a ruse, so that the pretend-prisoner could set other prisoners free?” Kestrel asked bluntly.


  “I think it would work to get into the amphitheater; I’d like to hear how they’d get out of there with the prisoners they set free,” Gainue answered.


  “I haven’t figured that out yet,” Kestrel admitted.


  “When you come up with a plan, let me know,” Gainue replied, disappointment evident in his voice. His horns no longer communicated any excitement, as they stopped shivering.


  “What if they didn’t get away?” Fasmet, one of the other Parstoles joined the conversation.


  “That doesn’t sound like a happy ending to the story,” Gainue turned to look at him.


  “What if they didn’t get away right away? What if they just hid inside the amphitheater until after the sacrifices were over? I’ve been in the amphitheater; there are whole sections that are abandoned and unexplored,” Fasmet explained.


  Together, Kestrel and the two Parstole guards were quickly joined by the other Parstole members of their group as they discussed options and tried to develop a plan that satisfied them all. Late in to the evening they plotted, then shared the plan with the others in the group, Kestrel translating as various ideas and objections were raised and discussed.


  Finally, when all were satisfied that they had devised their best opportunity to exploit the situation, Kestrel set up a guard rotation, and then went to sleep, watching the embers of the campfire slowly dwindle. The fire and the group’s talk about plans for the following day had done much to help cast the memories of the terrible experience in the cave back into everyone’s past, as they focused on the future instead.


  Yet when he went to sleep, Kestrel found that his dreams were not of the cave, not of the daring adventure planned for the future. Instead he dreamed of Margo and Picco, and of the beautiful half-elven girl, Moorin, who was somewhere in his future.


  “Kestrel, we need you here,” Margo spoke to him in the dream as he sat at the breakfast table in her family’s manor in the mountain foothills. “Graylee is unsafe; the nation is falling apart, and no one can protect us as well as you can,” she said as she carried a cup of tea with her and sat down next to him at the table.


  Her hands were callused, and her fingernails were broken, he noted. There were dark rings under her eyes. “I’ll come to you as fast as I can, I promise,” he told her.


  “I am trying to help my friends the sprites, who are in such trouble; with them we may be able to find a way to stop the forces from Uniontown. The lizards are the key! We have to wipe away the lizards,” he told her. “I think they’re behind everything Uniontown is doing.”


  “It will be too late for her, Kestrel,” Picco said from behind him. Her hands were suddenly gripping his shoulders, massaging the muscles, removing the stress, as they sat on a stone floored patio that looked out over a view of the sea. Though he had never been there, Kestrel knew that they were at the estate of Picco’s mother. “Look, here come the ships from Uniontown, bringing more soldiers to fight Graylee. They’re going to trap Philip and his allies from Hydrotaz. Julia was courageous enough to bring her army to help him overthrow the Prince in Graylee City, but now they’re going to be slaughtered by the reinforcements coming from Uniontown.


  “Only you could save them if you were here,” her fingers continued to knead his shoulders as she explained the situation. “Look,” her hand left his shoulder and touched his head, turning it to see down on the beach, where a ship was disgorging two squads of Uniontown soldiers in red at the dock of the estate. “They’re coming here too.”


  “I’ll help you, Kestrel. I’m the true Moorin,” a flaxen-haired half-elf told him, as she reclined on a luxurious bed. “I’ll leave the harem, and you and I will take the solution to the beginning of Uniontown’s troubles.”


  “Kestrel, it’s your watch,” Thorsee shook his shoulder, awakening him from the nightmare.


  Kestrel sat up with a start, unable to immediately comprehend the brutal shift from the very real and life-like dream sequence to the true circumstances he was in.


  “Thank you,” he told the imp after he grasped the situation. He sat up and looked around the quiet campsite. Pumpkin was already snuggling into a nest of the others, where they shared body warmth as they slept without covers in the mild evening temperatures.


  Thorsee went over to join the pile of blue flesh as well, as Kestrel stood and walked around the campsite, giving a shallow inspection to conditions around them as his mind examined and distilled the elements of the dream. He had been here in this other land for many days now, preoccupied with his immediate needs, and he’d given no conscious thought to the people back home, except in the abstract sense that he sought to relieve them of the dangers of Uniontown by finding a means to defeat the Viathins, who he believed were the monster lizards that manipulated and controlled Uniontown’s warlike demeanor.


  If he had not been sucked into this strange land, if Growelf had not plucked him from the plains of northern Hydrotaz and thrown him into this place, he would have been at least in Hydrotaz City, checking on Yulia, and probably already on his way to Graylee. He should have been in contact with Phillip by now, and perhaps have seen Margo and Picco, who he hoped were safe in their northern fastness.


  And now Moorin was a part of his subconscious awareness. A name that had been mentioned once, many months ago, mentioned in passing by a goddess, somehow was important. The shapeshifter in the cavern had used the name, and his own dreams called upon the name. Was it a prophecy, he wondered. Had the dream been fate’s way of preparing him for dire circumstances that he would return to in his own world?


  His walk around the camp completed its first circuit, and he stopped. He was worried about Margo. His dream had not touched upon Lucretia or Alicia in the Eastern Forest, or Merilla, up in Estone, who now seemed like such a distant memory; he was not worried about their safety, it seemed. And he had dreamt about Picco, who had tried to comfort him in the dream, massaging his shoulders to try to reduce his stress.


  He bent over and placed another piece of wood on the bed of coals, then bent and blew on the red embers to spark dancing flames. He sat down on a nearby stone and stared at the small flickers that fringed the bottom of the log, and brooded on events back in his own land. Yet there was no recourse, no alternative course he could follow; a god had sent him to the strange world, and he had friends who needed his help to stay alive. And there was the promise of finding a solution to the Uniontown problems back home. He could not turn around; he could not abandon his obligations in the land of two suns. He would have to stay on the course he followed, and hope and pray that his desire for a happy future at home would remain viable, and eventually come to pass. He would have to have faith.


  He stood up and circled the camp site again, taking his time. There was a faint glimmer of light off in the distance, and he cautiously walked away from the campsite to get a better look at it. It was daybreak, he realized. The day was about to begin, and he was going to venture into the center of the Viathins in this land in order to find his friends and set them free.


  When the sun had risen further, he began to rouse the other members of the group, and piled the last of the nearby wood on the camp fire to create a source of warmth they could all huddle around, as the group reviewed the challenging day ahead.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 8 – The True Rescue


  


  Kestrel and two of the Parstoles guards were walking along the road, not far outside the amphitheater on the edge of the city, feeling very self-conscious as they passed continual traffic of Viathins and Parstoles who also traveled the same route. Fasmet and a Parstole who Kestrel hardly knew were acting as his escorts, as Kestrel took on the dejected demeanor of a captive. Gainue and the other Parstoles had begun the journey with them, but then veered off on their own mission, to try to find and seize as much food as possible. They were all optimistically assuming that Kestrel would carry out his rescue, and they would all be able to make the journey to the portal that provided access to the home world of the Parstoles, the land where there was a means to permanently defeat the Viathins.


  Several passersby had stared at Kestrel as he had limped between his two escorts, relying heavily on his staff to aid his movement; he was an unusual looking specimen of a prisoner, and attracted attention. While he was being observed, be was busily observing the environment around him. There were buildings scattered along the roadway, and they might be places that would provide hiding spots if needed during the escape attempt. There were scattered trees, but they were only small and solitary specimens that would not offer a way to escape through the overhead network of interconnected branches.


  But what he most noticed, and what repeatedly drew his eyes to the north, was the distant profile of an extraordinary mountain on the horizon, one that towered at twice the height of all the surrounding peaks. The mid-morning sunlight illuminated the mountain thoroughly, and Kestrel knew that it had to be the peak that would be their next destination, where they would find the passage that led to the next world he and his companions sought to visit.


  Ahead was the stadium they were headed towards. The plan that Kestrel and the Parstoles had agreed to called for him to be escorted to the stadium, and taken to the cells where prisoners were kept. The Parstoles would scout among them to try to find any sprites that were being held captive, while Kestrel was imprisoned by the jailers at the facility. After they finished that assignment, they would leave the vicinity of the stadium for a day, and then return the following day with large, empty sacks, in which they hoped to smuggle out the newly-freed sprites while the ceremonies were underway. Kestrel would be expected to arrange his own escape.


  He had his knife hidden in his waistband, and he had his staff, which he intended to justify keeping by faking a leg injury and a limp. With those two weapons he felt confident that he could escape from captivity at the appropriate time. As long as the sprites were in sight, he felt reasonably confident that he could find them and set them free. He had been sent here by a deity for this very mission, he told himself, and there had been so many fortuitous events that had been to his advantage he had to believe that he was destined to succeed.


  After several more minutes of a silent stroll, the trio reached the unguarded gates to the stadium, and entered one of the many openings, then followed in the direction that most of the rest of the foot traffic seemed to be traveling, heading, they hoped, towards the pens where the prisoners were held.


  “What do we have here?” an officious Parstole, wearing an uniform that had a whip hanging from his belt, asked Fasmet as their trio reached a doorway through a thick stone wall.


  “We have a new prisoner for the great sacrifice. He came through the portal, the same way the bluelings did,” Fasmet said nervously. The former slave of the Viathins was tense, knowing how perilous their circumstances would be if their true role was discovered.


  The guard checking at the doorway failed to notice Fasmet’s tension as he carefully looked Kestrel over. “Odd looking fellow, isn’t he?” the Parstole commented.


  “Very odd,” Fasmet’s fellow conspirator agreed.


  “Take him in and put him in a cell. Make sure the jailer knows he’s there and locks the gate. He can’t keep that staff of course; I’m surprised you let him keep it,” the door guard waved them towards the next section.


  “It was either he walked with the staff or we had to carry him; you can see what happened!” Fasmet laughed nervously as they walked through the door way.


  The first thing they noticed as soon as they walked through the door was the heavy, fetid stench that hung in the air.


  “Oh by the orange hills, this is most foul!” Fasmet exclaimed.


  “The masters had the water supply back here completely cut off,” the guard at the door explained. “You can see the busted ductwork overhead. They said the prisoners didn’t need any sanitation, since they’ll just be going to the knife anyway.”


  Kestrel shook his head and tried to hold his breath, sure that his eyes were about to start tearing up from the terrible smell.


  “Let’s just slam him in a cell and get out,” Fasmet said to his fellow guard, loudly enough for the gate attendant to hear, and they walked into the dim interior.


  “There they are!” Kestrel exclaimed softly. “I see sprites,” he added as he tried to appear calm. “And there’s an open cell right next to theirs. Put me in there. Hurry, before the attendant sees me, and I may be able to hide my staff in the back of the cell,” he urged.


  The two escorts hurriedly led Kestrel over to the cell. “Hide your staff while we alert the jailer. We’ll be back tomorrow night to pick up your friends,” Fasmet told Kestrel. “We’ll go see the jailer now. Good luck Kestrel; we look forward to seeing you again, soon,” he said earnestly, before the two of them strolled away into the murky surroundings of the holding area.


  Kestrel walked over to the set of metal bars that separated his space from the listless quartet of sprites in the adjacent space. Three sprites were lying on the floor of their cell, while the fourth sat with eyes closed, back against the back wall. The sprite sitting up was Jonson – who was actually an imp, Kestrel reminded himself.


  Kestrel smiled a smile that was filled with both sadness and joy. He was sorry to see the exuberant sprites and imps reduced to such pitiful circumstances, but delighted to see them still alive. Yet he felt his stomach tense up at the observation that Dewberry was not present.


  There was a sound out in front of the cell, and he turned to see Fasmet and his companion passing by on their way out of the detention area. There was another rattling sound, and he watched the jailer slowly start to approach from the far end of the darkness, headed towards him to check on the new occupant of the cell.


  “Jonson!” he called softly and urgently. “Jonson,” he repeated.


  The imp’s eyes opened lazily, and looked to find the source of the call.


  “Jonson, it’s me, Kestrel. Stay calm and quiet,” Kestrel urged, as their eyes made contact.


  Jonson’s eye’s widened in astonishment.


  “Wait until the jailer has come and gone. We’ll talk then,” Kestrel spoke quietly, then walked away from the bars that separated their cells and waited for the jailer to arrive.


  “What do we have here? Quite the ugly creature aren’t you? Probably as stupid as you are ugly, I’ll wager,” the Parstole guard muttered to himself, presuming that Kestrel did not understand his language.


  “It’ll be good to keep you here beside these stupid blue abominations, I reckon. Where do all of you freaks come from anyway?” he asked as he turned the key in Kestrel’s lock, then shuffled away from the cell, heading back to his seat at the far end of the detention area.


  “Jonson,” Kestrel said as he saw the imp rise and watched the jailer fade away, “it’s so good to see you at last!”


  “That’s a very cheerful greeting, my friend, coming from someone who has just joined a collection of doomed prisoners,” Jonson answered, reaching between the bars to grasp Kestrel’s hand in a desperate clasp.


  “Don’t worry about that; I’m here to set you free, and to help you carry out your mission,” Kestrel said reassuringly. He hesitated for a moment, then asked the fearful question that hung heavily on his heart. “Where is Dewberry?”


  “She is here, we think,” Jonson answered to Kestrel’s relief. “She fought back against them the whole time we were in captivity and being transported here. I think she is in a cell down by the jailer; we haven’t seen her in a week.”


  “But she is alive?” Kestrel sought confirmation with relief.


  “Yes Kestrel, I’m fairly sure she is, for now. I don’t think any of us will be alive much longer. But it’s good to see that you love her almost as much as I do; I know how much she cares for you too. Should I be jealous?” Jonson asked.


  “You’re really here to help us escape?” he immediately asked. “This sitting in a jail cell is just a step to get us all out of here?” he queried with a hint of desperation, as the other sprites gathered around.


  “I will do my best to get us out of here tonight. It’s why I came to the jail,” Kestrel assured them. “I have my staff and my knife here with me.”


  “So what is your plan? How can we help?” one of the other sprites asked.


  “Well, I don’t actually have a complete plan yet. I had to get inside to see what the situation was, and make sure you were here first,” Kestrel admitted confidently. “I should be able to overpower the jailer tonight, and set us free. I thought we’d try to find a place to hide for a day after that. I’ve got a plan to get us out of here, after the searching and alarms are all done the following day.


  “Now, really, all we have to do is find a place to hide for a day,” he concluded.


  “I know a place to hide; I don’t know how we’d get there,” one of the sprites said.


  Kestrel looked at him closely, and realized that the speaker was actually an imp, like Jonson.


  “Where? What do you have in mind?” he asked.


  The imp pointed up at the high ceiling behind them. “That broken pipe,” he indicated a wide diameter pipe that was broken open, attached to the ceiling that was far overhead. “The pipe is big enough for us to hide inside it.”


  Kestrel looked at the pipe speculatively. “I was told they cut off the water supply back here; did that use to be the water pipe?” he asked.


  “We don’t know,” Jonson said, “but Leaven’s right – we could fit in it, but I don’t know how to get up there.”


  Kestrel stood silently, examining the height to the pipe, considering options. “We’ll keep it in mind,” he said at length.


  “Tell us, how did you get here? Why are you here at all?” Jonson asked, and so they all settled down to sit or squat on the filthy floor and talked at great length, as Kestrel related all the history he could remember since the last time he had seen Jonson or Dewberry, amazing them with his stories and revelations.


  They watched the shift change, as a new guard entered and the old guard left. Kestrel eventually judged that the time had come to start his plot to escape. The change in guards suggested that night had fallen outside, and the prison area would be unwatched and uninterrupted for hours to come.


  “I did something like this at the last jail I was in,” he forewarned the sprites and imps as he stood up and retrieved his staff, then walked to the front of his cell and started banging on the bars.


  The racket drew the jailer’s attention. The Parstole guard shouted something at Kestrel, but didn’t bother to stand up from his comfortable seat at first, until Kestrel’s unceasing shouting, pounding, and rattling noise went on too obnoxiously long.


  “Strange, idiotic creatures!” Kestrel heard the guard bellow as he started to rise from his seat. Kestrel banged his staff against the bars of his cage one more time for good effect, then waited as the jailer stalked towards him. When the Parstole was within ten paces Kestrel heaved his staff out of the cell, into the wide corridor, where it clattered on the floor and rolled to a stop.


  “Well ugly, now you don’t have your toy, do you? You shouldn’t have had it anyway,” the guard said as he came to a stop in front of Kestrel’s cage.


  “Mastrim, come,” Kestrel spoke simply, in a quiet voice, and he extended his hands out through the bars of his cage and caught the staff, just as he had in the village jail he had escaped from, then banged the long wooden staff against the guard’s neck.


  There was a momentary sickening sound, then the guard collapsed and slumped to the ground. Kestrel knelt down and reached through the bars to find the keys he needed, and opened his cell door.


  “Are you ready for freedom?” he asked his friends as he quickly stepped over to their cell and unlocked it as well.


  “We need to go find Dewberry,” Jonson said immediately. “Kestrel-friend, thank you so much for setting us free,” he added as he left the cage he’d inhabited for so long.


  “Here are the keys,” Kestrel said, handing the bundle to Jonson. “You go look for Dewberry, and set her free. I’ll stay here and keep watch to make sure no other guards come in unexpectedly.”


  He watched his friends go, noting how thin they appeared as they walked away. He turned and dragged the dead guard into the back of an empty cell, then picked up his staff, and began to examine the height of the bars that formed the ceiling of the detention cells. He saw a possibility of himself and the sprites and imps scrambling up to the top of the cells, and from there possibly being able to leap up to the empty water pipe, and making it their haven for a day of seclusion.


  He had five sprites and imps – he hoped, assuming Dewberry was close by – and he estimated that they would just be able to get away safely through the plan he and the Parstoles developed; each would arrive with a large empty bag, big enough to hold a sprite, and Kestrel would display himself publically, a decoy that would distract the Parstole guards so that his allies would be able to carry the freed captives away from the stadium. Kestrel would simply have to run to freedom, counting on his elven speed to outrace the pursuit he would attract.


  He stood alone, nervously watching the doorway to the outside, the outside where he remembered the air was so much fresher and breathable. Incredibly enough, he realized he hadn’t thought about the air he was breathing in a long time – he’d grown accustomed to the stench of the foul surroundings.


  There was the faintest sound of scuffling feet behind him, and Kestrel turned just in time to catch Dewberry in his arms as she leapt up on him and squeezed him in a powerfully emotional embrace. They stood silently, each soaking up the presence of the other, for a long minute, then pulled slightly apart, and each saw the tears that streamed down the cheeks of the other, making them each give a gentle laugh.


  “Dewberry-dearest,” Kestrel adopted the sprite’s manner of pronouncing affection, “must you make me follow you so far to see you smile?” he asked.


  “Kestrel-beloved, I had to know that you would leave all those wanton human and elven women you seem so smitten with,” she replied, then rubbed her nose against his. “Now, perhaps we should remain discreet since my husband stands so nearby.”


  Kestrel gently lowered the sprite to the floor, then turned to explain his proposal. “I can toss each of you up onto the top bars of the holding cells,” he explained, as the small blue crowd looked from him to the web of metal above their former cell.


  “And once we are all up there, I think that I could toss each of you up to the broken pipe; if you are able to climb inside it, then I will try to jump up there as well, so that we can all stay out of sight,” he concluded.


  Jonson looked at him skeptically. “I think that you may be able to toss one of us just right so that we can climb into the pipes, but how will you throw yourself up there?”


  “I’m just going to be an elf; I’ll try to jump and climb,” Kestrel answered. “I should be able to make it. Did you see any supplies down at the other end that we could take with us?” he asked.


  Jonson and Dewberry walked together to retrieve a small stack of goods they had seen, and soon brought them back. After that, Kestrel hoisted the sprites and imps and boosted them up onto the bars atop the cages that still held various exotic animals that were also doomed to be sacrifices in the arena. He then stepped back and ran at the cages before taking a flying leap that brought him halfway onto the top of the cages alongside his fellow escapees, who grabbed him and pulled him fully onto the bars.


  They all balanced and walked carefully to a spot nearly underneath the large hole in the large pipe that was suspended from the ceiling high above. “Jonson, you’ll go first,” Kestrel told his friend. He held Jonson in his hands, and carefully sighted upward, then suddenly heaved with all his might, and sent the imp rocketing upward towards the pipe.


  Jonson stretched his hands upward, and his fingers touched the edge of the hole in the pipe as he reached the apex of his brief flight. He tried to grab on, but a trace of moisture dripping from the pipe made the edge slippery, and he fell back downwards, where Kestrel caught him and let him down gently.


  “What about if you slung a rope over the top of the pipe, Kestrel-friend, and then you could haul us up there?” one of the sprites asked.


  “Is there a rope around here?” Kestrel asked, his hopes raised by the idea of an alternative.


  “They have some down by the animal cages,” Dewberry agreed.


  Kestrel dropped to the floor and went the length of the dark passage to find a coil of rope that he brought back with him, then flung over the pipe.


  After that they took turns, as each imp and sprite held onto the knot at the end of the rope and was pulled steadily upward by Kestrel, until they were able to flop themselves forward into the ends of the pipe and disappear within, crouched over but relatively comfortable. Kestrel was the last to go, and had to laboriously sit on the knotted rope end as he raised himself inches at a time, each pull on the rope a challenge. When he reached the pipe opening he swept his legs up and into the side of the pipe and let the sprites on that side help pull him in, after which he pulled the rope in behind him.


  Their objective was complete. They had successfully gotten themselves out of the prison cages. But Kestrel knew that there were many further challenges standing between them and freedom.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 9 – Leaving the Arena


  


  Kestrel was uncomfortable. The water pipe was a tight fit; he could almost, but not quite, rise to his hands and knees. For the most part he lay on his stomach, his head near the opening they had used to gain entrance to their hiding place. It reminded him of his dislike of confined spaces, and he thought back to the cave where he had fought the alluring monster, the fake Moorin. He had truly disliked that confined, underground space, and the tight fit of the water pipe was little better.


  At some point in the night the dim flame of the dead guard’s lantern guttered out, and Kestrel and his blue companions rested in total darkness. Kestrel fell asleep, and remained that way until a nameless sprite climbed up over him and tapped his shoulder.


  “Kestrel-rescuer, there is a light down below,” the imp whispered. “They are looking at the body of the jailer that was.”


  Kestrel cautiously edged forward and peered down at the scene not far below. Four Parstoles and a Viathin were examining the dead guard in the cell.


  “You’re telling me that a gang of sprites could do this?” the Viathin asked contemptuously.


  “No, not the little blue ones, the other one,” one of the Parstoles said deferentially.


  “What other one?” the Viathin asked.


  “The tall alien, the pale one with so much hair. He was brought here yesterday,” the Parstole immediately replied. “He was for the sacrifices.”


  The Viathin stood still and silent for several long seconds. “There were reports,” he muttered uncertainly, “that an enemy from the next feast had appeared in this world. He was allegedly captured, but escaped from a village constabulary before anyone knew what he was.


  “Perhaps,” the great creature failed to finish its thought.


  “If this band of escapees managed to flee from their cells, how did they manage to pass by the guards outside the detention area?” it asked.


  “The guards last night swear that they remained awake, and saw no one enter or depart,” a Parstole replied.


  “In the next land these blue creatures are able to move about from place to place, I’m told,” the Viathin replied, “and the pale warrior can turn invisible.


  “Check the other sacrifices, and carry out a thorough search of the stadium,” the Viathin directed the red Parstoles. “I’ll consider this further with the others.” He turned and left the detention area, leaving the small squad of Parstoles to sigh an audible sigh of relief. They picked up the body of the dead guard and departed.


  Kestrel looked up and across the opening, to see Jonson looking at him. “Have you explored the pipe in your direction?” Kestrel asked as softly as possible.


  “It goes quite a ways, and then there is another broken section, a hole even bigger than this one,” Jonson answered just as softly.


  “Let’s go to it,” Kestrel suggested. He watched Jonson speak to the other imps and sprites, then Kestrel laid flat and let the sprite behind him climb upon his back and cross over the opening in the pipe to join them. Kestrel started to cross, when he saw a Parstole guard enter the detention area, and glance up at the flicker of motion near the ceiling.


  “Hey! Escapee!” The Parstole shouted loudly.


  With difficultly, Kestrel edged his hand to his back and pulled out his hidden knife, then flung it out the opening. “Lucretia, return,” he called softly a moment later as he pulled himself out of sight from the broken portion of the pipe.


  He palmed the knife handle, while he heard another shout echo up from the cells, as the dead guard’s body was discovered quickly. As gently and quietly as he could, he crawled along the pipe, pushing his staff ahead of him, trying to catch up to the sprites and imps that were no longer visible in the dark interior of the pipe ahead of him. After what seemed like a very long time, he saw a glimmer of light ahead, then caught up with the small group of blue friends who waited for him.


  “This is the next opening,” Jonson said, nodding to the source of the light that illuminated the interior of the pipe.


  “We wait here until nightfall,” Kestrel said. “Then we go down, and there will be a group of Parstoles who are my allies; they’ll all have large sacks. Each of you should get in one of the sacks and let them carry you away to a camp site in the forest, where Pumpkin and Thorsee and Calabee are waiting.”


  “We’ll see all of them tonight, beloved?” Dewberry asked. “They are that close?”


  “If everything goes right, we’ll see all of them tonight, and be able to start our journey to find the way to put a stop to the Viathins in this world and our own,” Kestrel assured his friend.


  After that, they all settled down to rest quietly and wait for the arrival of darkness and their rescuers.


  When nightfall came at last, the hidden occupants in the pipe were tense with anticipation. Kestrel moved to the front of the broken opening, and watched carefully. There were many Parstoles wandering about, and several Viathins in view as well, all strolling in the same direction, towards the interior of the arena, presumably to see the ritual sacrifices that were due to be carried out, though without the sprites that had been expected to be used in the climax of the ceremony.


  The traffic was steady, and the light streaming in through the doors and arches was turning from bright red to a duskier red, as the twin suns dropped towards the horizon. The amount of pedestrians walking through the gates dwindled to just a few, then just a handful, then no new arrivals. Only a quartet of Parstole guards stood within sight.


  “Here, have the rope ready to tie around the pipe, then drop down it once I clear the area,” Kestrel told Jonson.


  He held his knife ready, and had his staff in place to throw down to the ground quickly. As he watched, he saw a late-arriving group of Parstoles enter the gate, then pause, and he realized it was Gainue, Fasmet, and the others of the free Parstoles, his allies showing up with empty bags, ready to carry out their dangerous part in the escape plan.


  Kestrel looked at one of the guards on duty, and tossed his knife. He watched the Parstole fall, and called his knife to return. Incredibly, none of the other guards happened to see the attack, and Kestrel quickly threw his knife again, then pressed forward, flung his staff at a third guard, and let himself drop to the ground twenty five feet below, landing on his spry elven legs, to the astonishment of the remaining guard.


  “Lucretia,” he called, as he picked up his staff, and swung it at the last, shocked guard. The knife returned, and at the same time the rope came slithering down to the ground behind him. Kestrel then began wielding his staff against the remaining guard, as he heard the first of the sprites come down the rope.


  The guard used its spear effectively as a pike, swinging at Kestrel in a manner similar to his own use of his staff, and the two of them extended their engagement for several seconds, as Kestrel heard more sprites drop to the ground. His opponent slashed the pike’s wicked blade in a low sweep that made Kestrel leap from the ground, and swing his staff directly over the red guard’s head. Just as the Parstole began to bellow a loud cry, the staff crashed into its skull, and knocked it to the ground, dead.


  Kestrel turned to see the sprites climbing into the sacks that Gainue and his friends carried.


  “Well, what do we have here?” a low voice rumbled, and Kestrel whirled to see a Viathin standing at the end of a discreet hallway.


  “I felt my forces being disturbed. I didn’t realize how badly they were suffering,” the creature spoke as it observed the dead guards.


  “You – why aren’t you doing something about this?” the Viathin turned to Gainue’s group, which stood still, frozen in fear at the realization a Viathin had caught them.


  “Oh, you aren’t answering to any master, I see,” the Viathin said after a moment of mentally inspecting the Parstoles.


  Kestrel’s friends dropped the sacks that held the sprites, and looked at Kestrel with a suddenly predatory gleam in their eyes. Without hesitation, Kestrel flung his knife at the Viathin. The knife slipped into the large monster’s chest, making the creature slump to the ground dead.


  Kestrel called his knife to return as he twirled around to watch the Parstoles, to confirm that they had re-emerged from the Viathin’s control.


  “Are you free?” he asked as he placed his hand to his ear stud.


  “Yes, thankfully, once again yes,” Gainue answered. “Please give our apologies to the little ones.”


  “I will, but let’s get moving quickly,” Kestrel urged. He stooped to pick up one of the pikes from the dead guards, then reached the Parstoles. “All of you start on your way. I’ll try to guard and distract anything that tries to follow,” he directed.


  He examined the pike as the group began to exit the chambers of the stadium. It was a formidable weapon. It was much like his own staff, but the sharp blade at one end made it more lethal than his own staff. The trade-off was that the staff had the small, useful hooks at one end, and was not so intimidating in appearance, allowing him to carry the staff as a disguised weapon into many venues he would not be able to take the pike so discreetly. And of course the staff carried the enchantment placed upon it by Kai, a priceless advantage that the pike could never match.


  Kestrel turned as he heard a noise. A half dozen Parstoles were charging at him from a distance, still inside the stadium, but clearly running with a sense of purpose. He unleashed his knife, and threw it at the leader of the squad, then called it back, and threw it again. In the meantime, the remaining guards ran without slowing down, halving the distance between where Kestrel stood in the archway and served as an effective block to any efforts to pursue his slowly fleeing friends.


  He threw the knife a third time, as a loud roar sounded inside the arena, perhaps an indication that some ritual had been commenced. Kestrel hoped that the ceremony was a long one that would continue to run for many hours, so that the escapees would have time to clear out of the area.


  “Lucretia, return,” he called again, as the remaining three guards drew so close that Kestrel threw his staff at them, then raised the pike he held and prepared for close combat.


  The knife returned to his hand as the guards momentarily slowed to avoid being hit by his staff. He flipped the knife out carelessly one more time, then swung the blade end of the pike at the Parstole on the right, as he maneuvered the blunt end of the pike to defend himself from a blow by the Parstole on his left.


  His attack failed to do damage, while the attack against him likewise was rebuffed.


  A Viathin appeared in the distance, followed by another pair of Parstoles. Kestrel needed to delay this group as long as possible, so that he could be sure his friends were out of sight in the darkness. Fighting was becoming precariously less feasible, as more attackers approached, and he began to think about how to flee so that he drew all pursuit after him, and away from the others.


  “Lucretia,” he called as he barely dodged a slice at his legs, and he grasped the knife with just a pair of fingers as he continued to hold the pike with both hands to defend himself. With a flick of those fingers he sent the knife into the chest of the attacker on the right, then called “Mastrim”, and as the staff returned to him, it struck the last Parstole in the head. Kestrel stabbed the pike into the stomach of the startled guard, then leaned on his staff to catch his breath.


  He felt worn and weary from the intense amount of battling, and wished that he had been able to bring a bow and arrow with him into the prison cells; he would be able to extend the fighting further away, in a less physically taxing manner. “Lucretia,” he called as he caught the knife that flipped up from the body that lay at his feet, then he tossed it again at the approaching Viathin.


  “You’re free!” he shouted at the Parstoles that had followed the Viathin, after the monster toppled to the ground. “You don’t have to do the bidding of the Viathins any longer,” he told them as he held onto the ruby in his ear stud.


  “They will place us back in their power as soon as they find us,” one of the oncoming guards protested. “There’s no point in fighting against them.”


  “I’m going to the wilderness, where there are no Viathins,” Kestrel countered. “I’m going to leave this land and the Viathins. I’m not from here,” he added.


  “There’s no escaping the masters,” one of the guards said insistently. “Let’s capture him and be done with this.” The guards had continued to approach Kestrel and were close enough to offer a difficult battle if he chose to stand up to them.


  “This is your last chance; come with me – we can escape in the darkness and they’ll never have you again,” Kestrel said, beginning to edge back, and angling towards the edge of the road. He was ready to lead them away from his friends if necessary.


  “It was your last chance,” the skeptical guard spoke up as he closed on Kestrel with his pike leveled.


  Kestrel threw his knife while the guard was still three steps away, then danced aside as the momentum of the dead guard’s body carried it through the spot where Kestrel had stood.


  “What about the rest of you?” Kestrel asked. “Will you throw away slavery and become free again?”


  “Will you become our new master?” one of the guards asked.


  There was a noise behind them, and they all turned and looked in fear, but found no approaching threats. “The bodies,” Kestrel urged them. “Drag all the bodies out here and hide them,” he indicated a small grove of bushes.


  “We will do as you say,” one of them accepted Kestrel’s offer.


  The Parstoles all dropped their pikes and ran to start hiding bodies. When they came to the body of the Viathin, they grew skittish, until Kestrel urged them on. They dragged the heavy body and left it atop the others, then turned to Kestrel after they picked up their pikes.


  “What now, Master?” one asked.


  “I’m not your master; I’m your companion,” Kestrel replied. There was another roar from inside the arena.


  “Why are they cheering?” Kestrel asked.


  “That’s the end of the sacrifices. They’ll say the prayer, and then come out,” a different Parstole answered.


  “Let’s get going then,” Kestrel said cautiously. He wanted to trust these new allies, but wasn’t completely able to. He resolved to lead them in the direction of his other friends, and evaluate their behavior before he revealed the others to the new group of followers.


  Kestrel walked along the edge of the road as they strode west, and he often dodged behind trees or dropped into ditches when others passed them along the way, but none of the Parstoles with him revealed his presence, he was pleased to see. And they passed out of the city and into the countryside.


  A few hours later they reached the edge of the woods close to where Kestrel expected his friends to be waiting. “I have others who should be waiting for me here in these woods,” he explained to the new recruits, and persuaded them to wait for him while he went in search of his friends.


  He had a happy reunion with all of the members of the group, Tableg was perhaps happiest to see him, since Kestrel was the only traveler who shared a language with the gnome. After a few minutes of greetings, he explained that he had more Parstoles, then took Gainue with him to meet the additional recruits.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 10 – From Albanu to Parstole


  


  Two days later the enlarged group was surreptitiously traveling among the trees at the edge of the forest that had so effectively covered their passage through Albanu. They had entered the increasingly rougher terrain of the mountains, always aiming for the huge mountain that was to the north, a mountain that was snow-capped over a greater expanse of its surface than the total amount of surface of many of the surrounding mountains held. Already they had climbed to a noticeably higher altitude, where the temperatures were chillier and the air was thinner.


  As night fell, they chose a camping place behind a boulder that was as large as a house. Kestrel set up a watch rotation for the evening, trying to match up those who could understand each other’s languages, and then he directed Allgain and the sprites to go around and collect sticks and kindling that they could carry with them. They were not far from the tree line and Kestrel wanted to carry enough tinder with them to provide for at least one fire if needed. They ate meager portions of the purloined supplies they carried, and everyone looked forward eagerly to sleeping through the night.


  There had been no visible traffic on the mountain road for the past day. Kestrel drew comfort from that fact, as the group faced increasingly rugged countryside in the mountains that was likely to drive them to have to resort to walking on the road soon. Given the lack of trees and cover ahead, Kestrel saw little advantage to be gained by staying away from the road.


  Two days after that night, they were on the shoulders of the great mountain, Stonehead, Allgain named it. Gainue knew the way to the cave where the portal existed, and judged that another day and a half would take them to the location they longed to see. Even though the Parstoles in the group were from two different tribes, their mutual desire to return to their homeland bonded them together, and Gainue led them as a single squad that operated according to Kestrel’s commands.


  The only problem they encountered was a single outpost high on the mountain, where Parstoles were assigned to prevent any trouble from emerging out of the portal and bringing problems for the Viathins into Albanu, the land of Allgain and his people. After a short battle, two survivors of the guard post were taken captive. Although their experience was an alert to the Viathin that controlled them, the distance up in the mountains secured Kestrel and his friends from meaningful pursuit.


  “Here, this is the cave,” Gainue said excitedly at the last sunset of their journey. All the members of the group huddled together quickly within the cave entrance, almost as eager for protection from the shrill winds and the frigid temperatures as they were to reach their goal at the other end of the cave.


  With the remaining amounts of kindling they carried, Kestrel fashioned small torches, which they lit and used to illuminate their path into the cave. The journey through the passage was uneventful, except for a space that unnervingly felt again as though the sprites were carrying Kestrel from place to place. They moved on without comment until they saw light ahead, the sign that they had reached the other land, the home of the Parstoles. Fasmet took the lead from Kestrel, as the pace picked up to a rapid trot by the eager, homebound Parstoles, leaving the members of the smaller races running fast as their shorter legs struggled to keep up with the eager Parstoles.


  “This is it, Kestrel! Welcome to our home! Welcome to freedom!” Fasmet called out gleefully as he emerged from the cave into the bottom of a wide, shallow ravine that was overhung with tree limbs and vines. Kestrel heard the joy in Fasmet’s voice, the exuberant celebration for having returned home to freedom that he had never expected to enjoy again. The voice was only a backdrop to Kestrel’s celebration of the clear sunlight that fell in dappled patches on the ground. There was no longer any ominous tint of red blanketing the world; this light was of a spectrum very similar to the light in Kestrel’s own world. There was perhaps a range of violet-blue that seemed more intense in this world than in his own, as he glimpsed a small flower that seemed to virtually glow.


  And then an arrow struck Fasmet squarely in the chest; the triumphant smile on his face remained fixed, even as his body collapsed. A moment later a second arrow struck Kestrel, and bounced off the divine tattoo that covered his left side. Kestrel was knocked to the ground in shock. He sat up and looked around, then spotted the archer who held a bow; Kestrel threw his knife hastily as he called out an unnecessary warning to those behind him, who had seen the ambush unfold.


  “Get back!” he shouted. “Lucretia, return,” he added.


  With eyes raised to look at the edges of the gully above him, he caught his knife, then grabbed Fasmet’s arm and dragged the Parstole with him back into the protection of the cave mouth.


  “Who could be guarding the cave?” Kestrel asked Gainue as the two of them bent over Fasmet. Kestrel reached for his remaining supply of healing water, but then put it away when Gainue shook his head sadly.


  “He came all this way to be free, and he died here,” Gainue said sadly.


  “Perhaps there are guards to keep the Viathins from returning,” the Parstole suggested.


  “What is the symbol for peace? What can we show to demonstrate our peaceful intentions?” Kestrel asked.


  “Blue. Someone dressed in blue is an ambassador,” Gainue answered.


  “We don’t have any blue clothing – we don’t have anything but shades of brown and dirt among us,” Kestrel replied.


  “What about one of us, friend-Kestrel?” Jonson spoke up from behind Kestrel’s shoulder. “We are blue.”


  “Could a blue sprite go forth safely?” Kestrel asked.


  “I think so, but I don’t know for sure; if it were me up there, the blue skin would stop my bow from firing,” Gainue answered. “He certainly would get their attention.”


  “I’ll do it, Kestrel,” Jonson said resolutely. He removed his shirt to present more of his blue skin.


  “I’ll try to stay closely behind you,” Kestrel assured him, “and I’ll translate for you.”


  “You won’t let anything happen to my groom, will you Kestrel-beloved?” Dewberry asked.


  “I’ll do everything possible to protect him, just to keep you happy,” Kestrel assured her.


  “I would hope to hear that you might keep me alive for some qualities of my own,” Jonson said drily.


  Kestrel grinned, and the two of them cautiously approached the cave entrance. Jonson turned to look at Kestrel. “Take care of her if this doesn’t work,” he said seriously.


  “If this doesn’t work, she’ll lose both of us,” Kestrel tried to reassure the imp.


  Jonson took a step into the open, then paused. He took two more steps out and paused again. No arrows were fired, and no words were spoken.


  Kestrel stepped out then, and stepped forward to stand beside Jonson.


  “We come with peaceful intentions,” Kestrel held his earlobe as he shouted. “We have brought Parstoles who are former slaves of the Viathins,” he announced. “Their minds are free, and they long to come home.”


  “Come no closer,” a voice called out. “You have killed one of our guards. For that you must be punished.”


  “You have killed one of our companions, a Parstole, who came here only to be free. If that isn’t also a crime, what is?” Kestrel angrily asked. He took a deep breath, then bit his tongue to prevent himself from further outbursts.


  “Bring your Parstoles out, one at a time,” the voice called.


  “Gainue, do as he says,” Kestrel called back. “Send out one of your squad.”


  When one of the newer Parstoles came hesitantly out of the cave, the voice called out. “Come forward,” and remained silent until the Parstole was several steps in front of where Jonson and Kestrel stood.


  “Cease,” the voice called. A foursome of Parstoles appeared over the lip of the gully, and slid down the stony embankment. When they reached the floor of the ravine, they hoisted their weapons, and cautiously approached the arrivals from the cave.


  “Who are you, and where are you from?” they asked the returnee.


  “I am Tajar, from the Dishe tribe,” Kestrel’s returning Parstole answered.


  “And how did you come to be here?” one of them stepped forward and asked.


  “The pale one, Kestrel,” Tajar motioned towards Kestrel, “set me and the others free when he killed the Viathin that controlled us.”


  “Why was the pale one not controlled by the Viathin?” the soldier asked.


  There was a sudden change in the atmosphere, one that felt inspiring and frightening, and Kestrel looked around wildly. The sky and the valley and the trees were all unchanged, but a sense of vibrant energy seemed to permeate all. The Parstoles who were present, Tajar with Kestrel and Jonson, as well as all four of the guards who were interrogating Tajar, immediately fell to a kneeling position.


  It was a feeling of divinity. Kestrel felt the same ominous and overwhelming, loving and incomprehensible, sense of presence he felt when the divinities in his own land revealed themselves. There was a divinity of this land arriving, making itself known and coming to reveal itself to the tableau at the gate.


  One large tree that stood at the far side of the top of the ravine slowly began to bend, in a way that was impossible for a tree to do. The tree and all the space between its branches were filled with a green glow. As the tree continued to bend, Kestrel saw that there was a face upon the trunk that was approaching him. He too fell to his knees, his hand on Jonson’s shoulder pulling the imp down with him.


  “There is a touch of god energy in this pale one,” the tree spoke to the assembled group. “He is beyond the influence of the Viathins, the ravaging exiled invaders, because he has the power of protection upon him. He is mine to judge not yours, and I will decide whether he should be allowed to enter our land.”


  “Great lord Decimindion, your words are our command,” the leader of the Parstole guards spoke. “Tell us the word, and we will send him back to the other places.”


  “He is mine to judge. I detect no ill-intent in his heart, or dangerous contamination in his body. Bring him and all his companions to me at the Grove of Elecifithion, so that I may resolve the questions and desires that he brings,” the tree said. With that, it slowly began to bend upward again; as it reached its original, straightened posture, the green glow faded, and the sense of powerful divinity disappeared.


  “Frashing reins!” one of the Parstoles swore. “The great god was right here! With us! He spoke to you.”


  “That was not the great god in truth, only his spirit. He was too wounded by the damage the Viathins inflicted to be able to travel from Electifithion,” the leader replied.


  “Gather up all your people, we’re going on a journey,” he ordered.


  Kestrel returned to the cave and used his finger on his earlobe to explain all that had taken place.


  “Will it be safe to go with these people to visit their god?” Tableg asked.


  “Since they followed their god’s orders by escorting us, I do not believe that any harm will be done to us,” Kestrel answered. “And this will give us time to explain our mission, so that we can learn how they have dispelled the Viathins from their world.”


  “Will they provide us with food and supplies?” Allgain asked.


  “You’ve asked a good question,” Kestrel answered. “We’ll ask, since we know our own supplies have gotten low.”


  Within minutes the Parstole guards at the cave entrance were startled to see the assorted group come out of the passage way. “We’ve never seen some of these races, such as your own,” exclaimed Ducet, the leader of the guards.


  Their departure was slowed by the joyful celebration of the returned Parstoles who climbed up the side of the gully, then knelt with tears of happiness as they realized they had truly returned to their homeland as free individuals. “You’ve done this thing for all of us that we never ever expected to achieve. Even when we were with you on the adventure in Albanu, I never really thought we’d live to see this day,” Gainue told Kestrel as he embraced him with gratitude.


  “How can we ever repay you?” the red-skinned creature asked.


  “Help me, and help your other companions. Our worlds still need your world’s means of defeating the Viathins. Please help us learn the secret, and then you may be able to help all the other Parstole slaves return home as well,” Kestrel pleaded.


  Gainue looked around at the other Parstoles who had returned from Albanu, and watched them nod as they each made eye contact. “We will help you,” he agreed. “We will be your servants in this land, because we want to, not because you force us to.”


  “I accept your help,” Kestrel said gravely, knowing that there was value in ceremonially accepting their pledge. “I will value each of you as my friend and assistant. And the first thing we need to do is make sure we have supplies so that all our companions can be fed as we travel.


  “How far will we have to travel, by the way?” he asked.


  “Two or three weeks,” came an answer.


  “That long? Is there no quicker way?” Kestrel asked, thinking about the length of time he had already been gone from the battles back in his own world.


  “That’s the fastest likely journey,” another of his Parstole companions agreed.


  Shortly thereafter, they took the first steps of their journey. The smaller members of the group, Allgain and the sprites, rode on the backs of the Parstoles, while Tableg hurried along, too tall and proud to accept a ride, though he lacked the height or stride of Kestrel or the Parstoles. There were food supplies gathered and provided, and they spent each of the first three nights of the journey sleeping in barracks or nondescript inns.


  On their fourth day of travel through the land of the Parstoles, they reached a city, and Kestrel was impressed by the grandeur of the lofty buildings. The appearance was very similar to the looks of a human city back in Estone or Graylee, with one important exception, and Kestrel felt a longing to be back home among his friends, helping them with their struggles.


  The difference was the absence of horses, and the absence of stables as well as droppings that fouled the streets. There were no beasts of burden anywhere that Kestrel looked during their journey.


  “You make others carry your goods for you?” one of the Parstoles had asked in astonishment when Kestrel had mentioned the matter during their first day of journeying. Each member of the group had been given a pack filled with the supplies allocated to them. Kestrel had sought to take pity on the poor members of the smaller races in their group, the sprites and imps and Allgain, and had asked about having an animal to carry the supplies.


  “We commonly use animals to carry goods,” Kestrel replied, referring to the human society, shying away from his elven heritage for the purposes of the conversation. The elves shared the Parstoles’ taboo against using animals, at least when it came to horses.


  “Do you control them with your minds?” the Parstole asked, “like the Viathins?”


  “No,” Kestrel started to answer, “we train them when they’re young.”


  “It sounds cruel,” the Parstole responded, and the conversation drifted away to other topics. Kestrel decided to simply take a part of the load from each of the small travelers’ packs and carry it himself as the simplest way to resolve the issue.


  The city was full of buildings that were set close to one another, and delightful in the variety of their appearances. Stone was the most common building material, and there were a wide variety of stone colors used, blues, pinks, browns, as well as dark grey, and soft white, creating a pleasing panoply of diverse styles. Yet a fair portion of the buildings appeared to be vacant, as many as a third in some areas, and there were spots where the city still held only piles of rubble.


  “That was the farmers’ temple,” Gainue told Kestrel as he observed Kestrel’s scrutiny of one pile.


  “You had a temple to farmers in the city?” Kestrel asked in confusion.


  “No, there was a temple for the farmers to use when they were in the city. The Viathins destroyed it when they arrived; they didn’t like farmers, because the farmers used the resources of the land, the soil and energy and sunlight; the Viathins wanted it all for themselves,” Gainue explained.


  “Why did the farmers have their own temple?” Kestrel asked.


  “They had their own goddess. We had three gods – one for the city, one for the farmers, and one for the wilderness,” Gainue told him. “The Viathins destroyed all the temples and killed all the priests and followers they could find for the farmers’ goddess, and her spirit is with us no more. The wilderness god still lives – a little bit – in some country places. Only the city god survived the invasion.


  “The city god is the one who helped our people figure out how to defeat the Viathins. Decimindion is the only god left who can help us.”


  Kestrel walked on in silence, pondering the story. The notion of a goddess being killed horrified him, especially because he knew that the Viathins in his own land were attempting to destroy the goddess who was his own patron, Kai. It was another reason to hurry back with a solution to the problem, another rescue he could hope to achieve.


  They spent the night in the city, then continued the journey the next day, walking through the countryside for more than two weeks before they reached a grand city, McKorman, the greatest city and capital of the Parstole land, and the home of the sacred temple and grove where the city god of the Parstoles resided.


  On the evening of their arrival the group was ushered into a luxurious palace of enormous dimensions, but they were hurried through the building to a vast courtyard in the center, where a grove of ancient trees grew. The trees were tall, but more notably, they possessed widespread limbs that gave each tree the expanse of a city block, and their interwoven branches covered a tremendous space with the shade of their leafy boughs.


  “The great god has commanded that you be present at sunset,” said Tarkas, the leader of the guards who had accompanied them across the great distance they had traveled.


  “We’re happy to oblige Decimindion,” Kestrel had answered.


  “Only you, not everyone,” Tarkas had replied. “The great lord specified that he wanted to meet with you, the great pale child of the distant gods.”


  Kestrel was startled by the command, and said a brief farewell to his companions, translating for them all when he was led in one direction as they all were led in another. “I’ll hope to see you all again this evening. Rest and relax your tired legs after our long journey, and remember all the extraordinary sights we’ve seen in this land,” he reassured them.


  Minutes later, as the sunlight turned red and its rays slanted at a steep angle into the center of the sacred grove, Kestrel stood alone on a small platform of polished stone, and wondered what was about to happen.


  “Have a seat, Lord Kestrel,” a man’s figure was suddenly standing beside him, and two stools were also present.


  Kestrel waited until the bearded god was seated; he felt again the sense of power and inhuman wisdom he had experienced the first time Decimindion’s spirit had appeared. Kestrel had not seen a Parstole with a beard anywhere in his experience. The beard and mustache were both neatly trimmed, and together with the small horns and the sharp nose, created an appearance of sophistication and urbanity that seemed appropriate for a city god. The goatee was grayish white, emphasizing a weariness in the appearance of the Parstole god.


  “I want to thank you for the great gift you have brought my people,” Decimindion told Kestrel.


  “I mean the captives you have returned to us from the other land. You have made our people think that perhaps we should be more than just satisfied that we have exiled the Viathins from our land; perhaps we should seek to go to the distant land and liberate our kin who are held in bondage there.


  “Your friend Gainue is from the Platte tribe. They were farmers in the days before we suffered the calamity of the Viathin invasion. We now have few farmers to help feed our people, so if we can go and bring home many more Platte farmers, we will not only help them, but we will be able to help our own people continue to recover from the devastation of the Viathins,” Decimindion said, but in his words Kestrel was convinced that he detected something unsaid.


  “You have come here seeking the way we used to defeat the Viathins,” the god stated.


  “Yes, my lord,” Kestrel replied. “For the sake of my own land that they are moving into, and to help the world they still occupy now.”


  “Take these,” there was suddenly a side table standing between their two stools, with two water skins resting on it.


  Kestrel gingerly picked up the skins. “How can I use these to destroy the invaders?”


  “Actually, these don’t destroy them. A sip from one of these skins will vaccinate a person so that they do not fall under the influence of the Viathins’ control. Those people will be forever free from Viathin slavery,” Decimindion explained. “But,” he held up a hand to forestall Kestrel’s imminent interruption, “there are two things you must know. One is that for this water of life to work, you must first mix a single drop of blood from a female of royal blood of that land. We used a drop of blood from the queen of one of our nations,” the god told Kestrel.


  “And you should know that once you have made the water of life active, this skin will never become completely empty; ten men could each take a sip in one place, and then a hundred more could sip from it at another place, and a dozen more at another place, and still when you went to the next place, it would be full again,” the god told Kestrel.


  Kestrel sat silently, pondering the monumental task of going around to every person he could find to force them to drink from the water skin. It was a daunting prospect.


  “You will find a way, and you will solve your other problem as well,” Decimindion told him, seeming to read his thoughts. “You are resourceful, and you are touched by your gods. Go now; return to the land you came from, and help to set in motion the freedom of my people there. I hope that all your journeys are safe, and I hope you find what your own heart seeks.”


  Kestrel stood, then bowed deeply as he recognized that he was being dismissed by the deity.


  “My lord,” he asked hesitantly, struck by something that seemed inconceivable, “you seem unhappy in some way. What can I do to help you?”


  “Ah, strange guest from a strange land, you are a perceptive one. I would not ever want you to tell my own people, but I do carry a heavy burden. We have lost a goddess, totally and completely, and I am unable to grasp the death of a deity. And our other fellow god is weakened and unable to re-emerge at present,” Decimindion astonished Kestrel by revealing his thoughts. “It is a heavy burden to try to act now as the god who serves all the people of this land – I cannot let them live without a divinity they may worship and call upon and seek solace from, but it is more than I have ever done before.


  “In part, that is why I welcome your efforts,” Decimindion stood as well. “Your activity to bring so many captives home will answer many prayers among my expanded family of followers, and bring joy and hope to several. I thank you in advance for helping me to fulfill a small part of my duties.”


  And with that, the god and the chairs and the table were gone, leaving Kestrel standing alone in the grove, with the two water skins in his hands, and his contemplative thoughts about a weary, overworked god.


  


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 11—An Answer to the Viathins


  


  More than three weeks after his meeting with the god Decimindion, Kestrel and his group of travelers were within a day’s march of the gully that led to the portal they would use to return to Albanu. The trip back to the portal had been uneventful, and the group had been smaller, without the company of many of the Parstoles who had left to return to their homes and families. Gainue had faithfully stayed with Kestrel, and served as the guide for the trip that would allow the others to begin to fight the Viathins in the other lands they infested.


  “We will send a force of our soldiers through the portal when we are ready, and hope to provide assistance to our brothers who are ready to return,” Gainue had assured Allgain through Kestrel’s interpretive services.


  After heartfelt thanks, Gainue had watched Kestrel lead the other ten members of his group – one gnome, one Albanun and eight sprites and imps – into the portal cave. They were well supplied with food, and Kestrel had received a new bow and arrow, weapons that gave him great confidence and comfort. He could rapidly fight against multiple targets with a bow he knew, at a faster clip than he would be able to with the fabulous knife on his hip – the knife was far more deadly for a single target, but slower to be available to hit the second and subsequent targets he might need to hit.


  Kestrel spent much of the last day ruminating on his conversations with Allgain, and the astonishing revelations the small person had made during their return journey. Kestrel had discussed the water skin that Decimindion had given him for use in Allgain’s land, and the requirement that a drop of female royal blood would have to be added to the contents of the skin to make it work.


  “There are no known female royal family members left,” Allgain had said tearfully. “We’ll never be able to use the solution.”


  “Are you sure?” Kestrel asked incredulously. “Can we find the royal family and ask them if there’s a female member somewhere? “


  “In our land there were two kingdoms – one in the north and one in the south. The journey we made together was in the territory that was formerly the northern kingdom. That kingdom suffered the invasion by the Viathins first, and their royal family tried to lead their people to fight the invasion. We heard that they were all wiped out eventually. Perhaps one daughter lived – that was a rumor,” Allgain said. “But there’s been no word of the daughter for many, many years. The survivors of the north and the south have long cooperated to try to stay alive in the hills and the mountains and the wilderness where we live, and there’s been no mention of a member of the royal family.”


  “What about in the south?” Kestrel asked. “Did any royal females survive in the south lands?”


  “There is only one survivor of the royal line in the south,” Allgain said mournfully, “not a female.”


  “Could we go down there to check, to be sure?” Kestrel had asked.


  “I am sure, Kestrel. I am that survivor, the one survivor – a sickly, dwarf son of the prince who was separated from my family when they were caught and executed by the Parstoles under the Viathins many years ago; I was always too puny and weak to be a real leader of our people. I have been kept alive and relatively safe by moving around with the remnants of the royal house guard, but we were ambushed and I was captured just a few days before you met me in the village prison,” Allgain unburdened his secret upon Kestrel, revealing his own hidden identity and his self-doubt over his suitability to be a true leader.


  Kestrel sat back in surprise, stunned by the revelation about Allgain, and concerned by the absolute certainty the Albanese prince conveyed regarding the use of the Parstole god’s potion to free Albanu of the Viathin’s control.


  “Kestrel dear,” Dewberry tugged on his shirt, and he turned to see that she and Reasion had sat behind him and listened to the conversation, even though it had been in a language Dewberry did not understand; Reasion should not have understood the Albanese language either, yet over the course of their travels the silent sprite had seemed to not only understand Allgain’s words, but had been a close companion to the small dark creature.


  “Dear friend Kestrel,” Dewberry repeated, “Reasion tells me that there is a place in Allgain’s land where you will find what you are looking for. It is a place where there is much steam and fog and rocks that burn and glow.”


  Kestrel looked at Reasion, who nodded her head vigorously. “Is Reasion certain about this?” Kestrel asked as his eyes shifted from one sprite to the other.


  “Reasion is certain,” Dewberry affirmed with a vigorous nod of her head. “Reasion is different from all of us, but there is something that makes me believe certain things when Reasion says them, like when Reasion told me after the first time we met that I would someday call you my best friend in the world. She made me go chasing after you; that’s why I put those arrows in your quiver in the land of the elves.”


  Kestrel smiled fondly at the memory of the improbable series of events he recollected, from an elven celebration.


  “Reasion,” he spoke directly to the blue sprite, who turned her head inquisitively as she waited for his question. “This is one of those things that you know for certain?” he asked.


  Her head bobbed up and down several times.


  “Allgain,” Kestrel turned back to address the Albanu native. “Is there a place where there is steam and fog and burning rocks?”


  “There is such a place; it’s called the ‘fire pit of the gods’. It is a sacred place, where we were not allowed to go when our gods were alive and with us,” Allgain replied.


  “Reasion says that if we go there we will find what we are looking for. Could you lead us there?” Kestrel asked.


  Allgain looked over Kestrel’s shoulder at Reasion. “That blue one is unusual, I grant you. But how would it possibly know this, and why say something that is impossible?” Allgain asked Kestrel as he stared at Reasion. “Yet to know of the fire pit is remarkable too, and the blue one has been kind and comforting.


  “The Parstoles and Viathins do not go near the fire pit, so we should have a safe journey there. We will certainly run into others of my race if we go there,” Allgain said to Kestrel. “But I still don’t understand how we will find a royal female that does not exist.”


  “We’ll just have to have faith,” Kestrel said philosophically.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 12 – Reasion’s Transformation


  


  Returning to Allgain’s world was simple. Moving beyond the portal entrance was difficult.


  “There’s at least a squad of Parstoles out there,” Tableg had confirmed to Kestrel, after the first barrage of spears had been thrown at the group when they emerged from the cave entrance. Horrifically, one spear had killed an imp, Jade, who had been a member of the rescue mission to save Dewberry and Jonson. Jade had been unusually quiet for an imp in Kestrel’s experience, but had been a reliable and faithful member of the squad, and Kestrel mourned the needless death as much as the others did.


  “We’ll wait until nightfall, and then I’ll try to scout out the disposition of their forces,” Kestrel had decided with Tableg. Only the two of them were large enough to suitably battle the larger Parstoles and Viathins, and they sat together during the remainder of the day speculating on ways they might be able to win their freedom from the cave.


  After darkness fell, when Kestrel’s superior elven vision gave him an advantage, he managed to sneak out of the cave and climb up on the rocks above the entrance, where he sat silently for several moments. He was glad to be free of the confinement of the cave. Just having the ability to see the stars and wide open spaces made him feel better, less trapped by the stony walls.


  He looked down the mountainside, to where he found three Parstole sentinels watching the cave, and a camp established on a rocky outcropping not far removed from the sentinels. There were several figures sleeping on the ground, and a large tent in the rear of the camp. That presumably was where the Viathins were located. He could attempt to sneak down and around behind the camp, then come back up and attack the Viathins from behind. If he wiped out the Viathin leadership, the Parstoles would then be freed, and could be sent through the portal back to their own land, without battle.


  But surely the Viathins had figured out that he knew their susceptibility to attack as a way to set the Parstoles free, he reasoned. There were bound to be Parstoles here that were bound to the control of Viathins safely removed from the battlefield; he might kill these Viathins and still not reduce the hostility of the Parstoles that guarded the portal.


  After long thought, Kestrel concluded that his group would have better luck if they simply snuck out of the cave in the darkness, and fled to safety beyond the Parstoles. He left his perch and reconnoitered a tenuous path among the slippery frozen stones of the mountainside, then returned to the cave and discussed the option with Tableg.


  Together, the two large members of the group led single members of the sprites and Allgain in a circuitous route around the Parstole encampment, and just before dawn Kestrel brought Jonson down as the last member of the group.


  “Kestrel dear, I will be so happy to return to our own land, where we will be able to transport ourselves once again. I miss being able to go about in the way of our people, from place to place as we wish. When we return, I know my cousins at the court will laugh at how large and muscular my legs have become,” Dewberry told the weary Kestrel when they were all together. “Will you come to court and cut off their heads if they laugh?” she asked petulantly.


  “First, we have to get you back to our land,” Kestrel told her as he sat down to rest. “Then, I would have to decide whether I should go to court or not; I’ve never been to the sprite court, and I owe Jonson’s father a formal visit to his court first, now that I am the lord of the lands that neighbor his. Can you advise me on what I should wear?”


  “Wear something that makes you look small,” Dewberry said with utmost seriousness. “You’ll be too large to sleep in his guest suite otherwise.”


  And at that moment a spear came crashing into the group’s gathering spot, thrown by a Parstole from higher up on the mountain.


  “Kestrel protector!” Dewberry leapt into Kestrel’s lap in shock from the unexpected attack.


  Kestrel quickly shooed her aside and grabbed for his knife. He looked up at the stony heights, and spotted the leader of a squad that was descending rapidly towards them. He threw his knife at the leader, then turned to pick up his bow and quiver of arrows. “Tableg, start leading everyone down the mountain as quickly as you can; try to at least get below the tree line and hide among the trees until I can catch up.


  “I’ll stay here and hold them off as long as I can,” he said urgently. “Lucretia, return,” he muttered, then he aimed his bow and shot at the first Parstole he saw who had assumed leadership of the attacking group following the death of the leader.


  Allgain and the sprites hurriedly pulled their small packs on and began following the gnome down the mountain path. Kestrel grabbed his knife as Lucretia returned to him, and he began to look for any Viathin that might be in sight. He began to flit from rock to rock, climbing closer to the patrol that was now crouched down protectively. When he drew even with them and off to their side, he finally established sight of two Viathins, undoubtedly controlling the squads of Parstoles he faced, one higher up at the campsite, standing outside the tent, while the other was in the rear of the patrol.


  “Lucretia,” he whispered as he kissed the blade for good luck, “go all the way up there my sweet,” he ordered, then released the knife, and picked up his bow. He stood up suddenly to take his shot at the closer Viathin, and as he did there was an immediate shout. He released his arrow, then saw a streaking shadow, and before he could react, a heavy spear crashed into his chest, shoving him backwards with tremendous force. His head hit a rock as he bounced off the ground, and he passed out.


  When Kestrel awoke, there were three Parstoles standing over him, their savage-looking pikes pointed at him. He blinked his eyes, and tried to focus, but then slipped back into unconsciousness. When he awoke again, his head aching tremendously, he looked up to see the fabric of a tent ceiling above him, and a Parstole sitting next to him.


  “Are you feeling better?” the Parstole asked.


  Kestrel slowly raised himself up, and looked around. There was no one else in the tent with the two of them.


  “My head hurts,” Kestrel answered as he raised his hand to his ear to translate his words.


  “More than that should hurt; you should be dead – that spear should have skewered you,” the Parstole replied. “The masters told us that we had to be careful, we were hunting for the demon of death. Since it turns out they meant their own death, we’re not upset.”


  “If you’re alright, and think you can take care of yourself, I’ll be leaving now. Are you able to go, or would you like for me to stay with you?” he added.


  “Where are you going?” Kestrel asked in befuddlement.


  “Home; I’m going home. The portal is right here, and the masters are dead. Most of the squad has already gone back. I said I’d stay to make sure our liberator was going to live,” the Parstole answered.


  “Go,” Kestrel answered. “Are you a member of the Platte tribe?”


  “I am,” the red figure answered in surprise as he stood.


  “Good. They need you. Tell Decimindion that your group is the first of many that I will try to send home,” Kestrel said. “And tell you god that he is a good divinity; he cares for all his people, I know,” Kestrel added.


  The Parstole gave Kestrel a puzzled look, then ducked out of the tent and was gone.


  Kestrel looked around the tent, and saw that his belongings were in a pile beside the wall; all of his belongings were there, even those he had left at his group’s gathering spot down the mountainside. He found the three water skins, and selected the lightest of the three, the last few mouthfuls of healing water he had left, and he took a sip from the skin, then plugged the stopper back into place.


  When he had all his things slung into place on his back, he went out of the tent, and realized the sun was far overhead. He must have been unconscious for some time, he realized, and his friends down the mountainside must be impatiently waiting for him. He saw the body of the dead Viathin he had killed with his knife in the camp; Lucretia was still sticking out of the monster’s chest.


  “Lucretia, come,” he called, and then he started running down the hillside, towards his return to his friends. They hailed him as he ran into the scrubby trees an hour later, and after a brief explanation, the whole group set out in motion, led by Allgain, who began to lead them towards the fire pit of the gods, traveling through the mountains where no Viathins or Parstoles were seen.


  On the third day of their journey into the wilderness, they were confronted by a large number of Albanuns, the first of the native race that Kestrel had seen other than Allgain. In that meeting Kestrel realized the truth of Allgain’s self-deprecating description of himself as he had given it to Kestrel on the journey towards Albanu. The other members of the Albanuns were larger than Allgain, slightly larger than the sprites even. They were not as darkly hued as Allgain, and they appeared more muscular in build. And they were pleased to see Allgain. The small figure was welcomed joyously, in a manner that left no doubt in Kestrel’s mind that the story of being the last known member of the royal family must have been true.


  With an accompanying parade of dozens of the Albanuns, Kestrel’s band travelled for another week through a land of rolling hills, then stopped at the crest of one hill at midday.


  “This is the valley of the fire pit of the gods,” Allgain swept his arm across the vista before them. Kestrel looked out and saw steamy, foggy clouds that hugged the ground below them in a wide bowl of a valley, ringed with hills on all sides, circling around a circumference of many miles.


  An archway cast a shadow over the trail that descended down into the valley. They began to descend, and Kestrel felt a sense of some ominous event awaiting them as he passed under the arch with his companions.


  “There is a stony platform in the center of the valley, where the old gods used to receive sacrifices,” Allgain explained as the pathway dropped down the hillside. It fell into the fog, and the red sky overhead disappeared into the mists that surrounded them. The paved stone path became the only way they could judge their progress, as the view grew more claustrophobically-restricted, and the sounds of their footsteps seemed to be shushed up in the fog.


  Kestrel heard a hissing noise, and then a prolonged splashing sound, followed by a gentle, warm rain for several seconds. “One of the fountains has announced our arrival,” Allgain whispered to Kestrel. “If the gods were still here, we would be directed to proceed, or told to leave,” he explained.


  There was a sudden flaring of flames that erupted from the ground, literally at their feet, causing the members of their group to scream and shout in surprise, and to jump away from the flames. Kestrel skittered forward after Allgain, grabbing Reasion to protect the blue sprite, carrying his small friend forward with him. The flames continued to erupt, and moved to new locations, seemingly at random, but always driving the trio of Allgain, Reasion, and Kestrel forward, deeper into the misty valley, isolated from the others.


  They found themselves out of earshot of the shouts of the others, separated and alone on the pathway as the flames finally diminished.


  “Where are we? Have we gone too far?” Kestrel asked.


  “No,” an eerie voice answered his question, a loud whisper that came from all directions at once.


  “Who said that?” Kestrel asked.


  “It is Robaske, our goddess,” Allgain answered. “She still lives.”


  “Just barely,” the voice told them. “I have conserved my energy and waited for you to come, so that I could help when the opportunity came.


  “Now the opportunity is here.”


  “But we need a female member of a royal family,” Allgain protested. “Have you kept one here in the valley, hidden in the mists, all these years?”


  “I have kept one hidden away, but not here in the valley. You have brought the key to what we need, both keys as a matter of fact,” Robaske told them.


  “Come to me Kestrel,” A female figure appeared in the fog in front of them, a figure that was Kestrel’s size, but an Albanun in form, and a shadowy, insubstantial form at that.


  Kestrel sloughed off all the cargo he carried, the weapons and bags, then stepped forward into the mist, and knelt in front of the goddess. “Will you make a sacrifice to me? Will you willingly give me something that I need in order to be strong enough to carry out the revelation of the new queen of the land?” the goddess extended her hand to Kestrel, and gently raised him to his feet.


  Kestrel looked at her face, then realized what he had done, and hastily turned away, remembering the blindness that had overcome him when he had looked upon Kai’s face in the Estonian chapel. But the memory of Robaske’s face remained in his mind, and his vision remained intact.


  “You see how weak I am,” Robaske whispered to him. “You are able to look upon me and suffer no consequences. I so fervently wish to do my duty to help my people and my land rid themselves of this horror that infests us, but I will not have the strength to do it without your help.”


  There was an overpowering sense of sincerity, and sadness, in the gentle words the goddess shared with Kestrel. He knew in his heart that she wanted to carry out her divine duty, so that uncounted numbers would benefit.


  “I will make any sacrifice you need,” Kestrel said, “my lady.”


  “Your selflessness will be rewarded someday. Do not fear, this will only take a moment’s time,” she told him. The goddess reached out and surprised him by tugging at the bottom of his shirt with her filmy yet strong hands. Robaske pulled his shirt up over his head, then threw the garment aside. She shrugged the shoulder straps of her own gown so that they slid down and off her arms, exposing her own chest, and then she stepped forward, wrapped her arms around him, and embraced him in a tight hug, so that he felt their bodies press together, mortal skin touching divine skin.


  And then he felt searing pain. His eyes popped open, and he saw flames all around them, and there was a horrific pain in his chest. He imagined he heard his flesh sizzling away, and he felt the skin on his chest being ripped off.


  Kestrel attempted to scream in anguish, but no sound came forth; he could not breathe, and he was only aware of something leaving his body, being drawn away from him for second after second after second in an eternity of pain.


  The goddess’s arms that wrapped around his back rose up and soothed the back of his head, and he heard her softly shushing in his ear, and then the pain abruptly stopped, and he stood limply in Robaske’s embrace while the goddess held him up.


  “Kestrel, thank you. I will be able to carry on now, and you will be pleased with what you are about to witness,” Robaske whispered to him again, and then her arms gently slid around his back. She stepped away from him and his knees momentarily sagged before he caught himself, while she calmly pulled her gown back into place. He looked down at his chest, where the pain had been so great, then cried out in shock at the sight of the expanse of colorless skin that rested upon and below his shoulder. Only a handprint scar remained where Kai’s great, protective tattoo had been.


  “That handprint is the touch of your goddess’s love for you, and I could not take that from you. But I did take the energy your goddess stored within your skin, in the mighty shield she placed there,” Robaske referred to Kai’s gift. “Her energy was yours, used to protect you, and now it is mine, enabling me to do what I must do next. Please stand back,” she ordered him, as she casually restored her blouse to her torso.


  “My people are immune from the power of the Viathins, and so too are the small people of your land, the sprites and imps. You are immune as well, because you have the intercession and powers of so many of your own gods protecting you,” Robaske told Kestrel. “So we are faced now with the need to create a means to wrench the Parstoles out from under the influence of the Viathins. That is our duty today; that is why you all are here. Without the Parstoles to do evil on their behalf, the Viathins will be too few and too vulnerable to despoil our land any further.


  “Allgain and Reasion, step forward now,” she commanded. The goddess truly was a stronger, more regal, more divine figure now, Kestrel could see, as he tried to grasp the incomprehensible idea that divine power had rested within the tattoo upon his chest, then been taken from him. He noticed movement out of the corner of his eye, and saw Allgain and Reasion standing there. Robaske walked over to them, a solid and real presence now.


  “You two will be the mother and the father of the Albanese people, and you will lead our mutual subjects to strength and freedom and resurrection,” the Albanu goddess spoke, as she held a hand of each of the small figures.


  A glowing ball of light surrounded the three of them, beginning as a soft, fuzzy halo, then increasing to a blinding crescendo of white, before it rapidly faded back to nothing more than the mist in the air. When the light departed, Robaske stood holding the hands of two large and healthy looking Albanese figures, male and female.


  “Allgain? Is that you?” Kestrel asked the male, as Robaske disappeared, leaving the two figures somehow holding hands with one another.


  “This,” the male stuttered, “this is me, as the goddess has made me. Reasion are you you?” he turned to the glorious female Albanun.


  “This is who I am, who I was born to be,” the woman spoke with a melodic voice. “I was taken away from my family as a baby, as disaster befell our people, and through an enchantment I was transformed into a sprite, then taken to the land of the sprites and left to be raised there, hidden and safe until the day of prophecy came and I was restored to my natural self,” Reasion told the two slack-jawed men, as the goddess disappeared, “through you, the hero of the prophecy.”


  “Lend me your knife and the water skin, for the sake of our land, beloved Kestrel,” she released Allgain’s hand and stepped forth, her hands outstretched towards Kestrel.


  Kestrel stepped towards and looked at her closely. Then, instead of placing the items in her hands, he reached out his own hands and bent down to embrace her. They wrapped their arms around each other and Kestrel picked Reasion up. “You are beautiful, my friend,” he told her, “as well as brave.


  “Have you always known this was who you were?” he asked, then gently placed her back on the ground.


  “I always knew there was,” she paused, “something, but I didn’t know it was this until we were alone with the goddess. I always knew that you were a special champion though,” she smiled up at him.


  Kestrel handed over the water skin, then removed his knife. He knelt before Reasion, and presented the knife to her as though he was a knight presenting his sword to his sovereign, then rose.


  Reasion removed the plug from the water skin, and as she did they heard the sound of approaching footsteps.


  “Kestrel, is that you?” Jonson asked. “Who are these?”


  As the small gathering of new arrivals watched, Reasion pinked her fingertip with the point of Kestrel’s knife, then allowed a drop of her blood to shiver and quake on the end of her finger, before it detached itself and fell down into the water skin beneath.


  The bag began to shake, and steam vented out of the opening, as the bag took on a green glow for several seconds. Then the steam trailed off and the glow faded, and Reasion held the steady bag before her.


  “Behold the king and queen of all the lands of Albanu, Allgain and Reasion,” Robaske’s strong voice spoke in the air all around them. “They are the chosen ones who will lead our people and our land to freedom. I am pleased with them, and grateful to Kestrel, the prophesized intercessor who has made this possible. All of you, please aid he and his people in their journey back to their own lands, to please me.


  “I will grow stronger as you grow stronger, and my blessing will extend across all the lands once again, someday soon. I am pleased to see that you are ready to go forth and reclaim the land that is yours to tend,” the goddess’s voice told them all.


  “Dewberry, thank you for your loving kindness since the day we first met as infants,” Reasion said, rushing forward to her friend and hugging her.


  “I never knew,” Dewberry said in a hushed tone. “Reasion-friend, hidden queen, I never knew that you would have such a glorious fate awaiting you. I only knew that I saw goodness and trust and love when I saw you – enough love for a whole nation, it appears.”


  Allgain stepped forward and took Reasion’s hand. “The goddess has surprised us all today. In her glory and her wisdom she has revealed the future of our land, and it is promising. When we are finished with the task of ridding our land of the Viathin plague, we will devote ourselves to raising new temples to her, and create a cult of goddess-worship throughout the land so that every Albanun knows our goddess.


  “But first, we must set Kestrel, our savior, on his path to finally be able to return to his own land and set his own people free from the same plague we have,” Allgain said. “Let us leave this holy place and undertake our journey,” he said.


  All the Albanuns knelt to the couple who stood before them, then rose and turned to follow the pathway out of the misty valley.


  The journey to the portal lasted ten days, and along the way Kestrel and Tableg killed a dozen Viathins, allowing the Albanuns to dose scores of Parstoles with the protective water, so that soon they had a small army. One Parstole understood the Albanese language, and became the interpreter when Kestrel was otherwise engaged. Allgain received pledges of support from the Parstoles in return for a promise to take them back to the portal to their own land, so that they could return to their homes, once the Viathins were scourged from the land.


  The escort for Kestrel’s group reached the valley of the portal at midday, and converted the Parstole guards there. They climbed the hill, and stood together at the entrance to the cave, when they held an emotional farewell, and made many pledges to see one another again at some future date when their troubles were finished.


  “What will we do when we’re back in our world, friend Kestrel?” Jonson asked as they started through the cave. “What is our first step?”


  Kestrel had considered that question since they had left the valley of mists and fires.


  “Your people do not need protection from the powers of the Viathins, the lizard monsters,” he said. “It is the humans and the elves, and perhaps even the gnomes that can fall under the power of the Viathins in our land. Therefore, I ask that you let me take this water, and find a queen or princess whose blood will consecrate the water we have carried back home. I will use the water to set all our people free, while you will be unimpeded as you hunt for the monster lizards and kill them, and know that they will have fewer and fewer servants and slaves to help them.”


  He thought of where he wanted to be – in Graylee, among his friends, with Margo most of all. He thought of where he knew he would eventually have to be, according to Kere – with the half-elven girl Moorin, the real Moorin. And finally he thought about where it would be most practical to go – to Hydrotaz, where he knew a royal princess, one who would help him with a drop of her blood, and one who needed his help to rid her nation of the influence of the Viathins. And he thought of his own elven kingdom, where he could rid the palace and the nation of the influence of the Viathins, and help remove another potential threat to the imps of the Morass as well.


  “When we get through the portal, do you know if you will be able to transport yourselves from place to place?” Kestrel asked.


  “We do not know what date it is – whether it is winter or not-winter,” Jonson answered. “We have been gone so long we cannot keep track of the calendar.”


  “That’s fair enough,” Kestrel agreed. “It was early winter when I arrived in these other lands, and many days have passed, but I don’t know if enough have passed for spring to have begun.


  “If it is spring time, and if you can transport yourselves, then I would ask that you take me to Graylee City, where many sprites have met me before. From there I can accomplish much, and call upon you if I need your assistance,” Kestrel told Jonson. He would have been better served by a trip directly to Yulia’s castle in Hydrotaz, but he had never been there, nor had the sprites taken him there to know the way. From Graylee, he reasoned that he could quickly check on Philip, then ride a horse to Hydrotaz, and begin the immediate portion of his mission there. He saw no opportunity to divert his journey to the north, to where he presumed Margo was, in the manor at the foot of the mountains, but he vowed to himself that he would head there as soon as possible.


  They walked through the dark cave until they passed through the chamber where the worlds seemed to touch each other, and felt the transitional change. Soon they were back in the portion of the cave where Growelf and Corrant had discussed his use of the cavern, and Kestrel knew they were about to return to their own world at last, with a means to battle the effects of the Viathins.


  The group of sprites and imps, along with Tableg and Kestrel, soon stood at the mouth of the cave, and looked out over a beautiful midday tableau. The sun was shining brightly over snow-capped mountains, and the breeze that blew was surprisingly gentle.


  The sprites looked at one another, then began to disappear and reappear, squealing with joy at their unfettered ability to transport once again. They spent several minutes in joyous exercise of their newly-restored ability, visiting palaces and homes and friends and then returning with excited squeals of pleasure. “Kestrel-beloved! All is right with the world!” Dewberry said as she hopped on Kestrel’s back and squeezed her arms around his chest. “We are home! You can go back to your life of leading human and elven beauties astray while you pine for my love! All will be as it was before!”


  Kestrel laughed at the buoyant spirits of his blue friends. He looked up at the yellow sun, and praised the gods for the colors he could see once again, no longer drowned out by the dire red hue of Allgain’s land.


  But not everything was as it had been before, Kestrel now knew. He had knowledge of things that were better and worse. He now knew much more than he had known before about the monster lizards; he knew who they were and what their motives were. He had a means to fight the influence of the Viathins, and he knew what he would have to do to carry out that mission. But he also now knew of the fragility of the gods; he had been in lands where goddesses had died, and where they had shrunk away to nearly nothingness, needing help to carry out their efforts. His own goddess among the human pantheon, Kai, was in a weakened state because she had sacrificed so much of her power to help him, and he now wanted desperately to return the favor and sacrifice whatever he needed to for her sake.


  “Are you ready to take me to the room in Graylee City where we’ve been before, where you delivered letters to me?” Kestrel asked Dewberry.


  “We will go there in an instant, and then we will return to our courts for the celebrations! We will sing your praises as the greatest sprite-imp-elf-human friend there ever was!” Dewberry said exuberantly.


  Kestrel turned to the silent gnome. “Tableg, if we leave you now, will you be able to safely find your way home?”


  “Do you even have to ask? A gnome in the mountains in the springtime?” Tableg said indignantly. “I’ll be back home and hailed as a mighty hero before you get home – or I’ll be called the greatest liar in the mountains, for who is going to believe the tales I try to spin?” he laughed at the notion. “I’ll use your name exceedingly, and ask the gnomes of Amethysaquina to confirm my stories about you.


  “Will you ever come into the mountains and provide proof of your existence to my village?” Tableg asked.


  “I hope that a summer will come when I will be able to come to your village, with the blessing of your god,” he added hastily, “and retell the stories of our grand adventures together!” The two of them thumped each other’s backs, then Kestrel watched as Tableg turned and began to descend the trail away from the cave entrance.


  “Alright, my blue friends. Let’s make our last journey together today, and then begin to put the finishing touches on the beginning of the next part of this great mission of ours,” he said. He was immediately surrounded by a swarm of blue bodies, and then transported away from the Water Mountains.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 13 – Back Among Humans


  


  Kestrel was in his old room in Creata and Picco’s town home, and a flock of sprites and imps were circling and floating around the room. “Kestrel dear! You’re here! Go break the hearts of those human girls, but do not forget that I am the one you are so madly in love with,” Dewberry practically sang to him. “Now we will be going home, home, home!” she chanted.


  “Friend-Kestrel, be careful, and call upon any of us at any time if you need help,” Jonson told him in a more somber tone. “We would come to you and do anything you ask, out of friendship, out of gratitude, and even out of our mutual interests in your success. Go with the blessings of your gods and be well.”


  The small blue figures seemed to hear some unspoken command. They lined themselves up in a floating line to present themselves to Kestrel one last time, then all bowed to him in unison, and disappeared from the room.


  And suddenly Kestrel was alone and on his own in his own world once again. It was a sobering feeling, tempered by the knowledge that he was in a familiar setting and the sprites were now going to be only a call away for the next several months.


  He had to find his way to Hydrotaz, where he suspected he would have to figure out the best way to serve water from a single waterskin to hundreds or thousands of people. But first he would find out if Philip was present in Graylee City, and hopefully learn something good about Margo, and Creata and Picco as well. He had not seen any of his Graylee friends for at least five or six months, and he missed them all, with a yearning that was magnified by his return to his room in Creata’s house.


  Kestrel left the room and walked down the empty hallway, then downstairs, where he was shocked to discover that the house had been ransacked. The damage was evident, though cleaned up as best the staff was evidently able. There were holes in the walls, broken windows were boarded up, and the temperature was decidedly cool within.


  “Here now, who are you breaking into here?” a man’s voice called behind him, and Kestrel recognized one of the elderly butlers who had served Creata’s family while Kestrel had stayed in the home the previous summer.


  “It’s me, Kestrel,” he answered as he turned. “I mean no harm; I just returned to the city and came to try to find out where all my friends have gone.”


  “Master Kestrel?” Treybon, the servant, asked dubiously, the stared closely at him. “Well, I believe it is you, though there’s something different about you, not that I can put my finger on any one thing.


  “I’m mightily glad to see you here in good health. We’d heard that you had lit out for foreign parts, with no return known,” the butler said. “Are you back to stay? As lawless as the city has become, we’d welcome a battler like yourself to add some protection.”


  “Sorry my friend, but I’m only passing through town on my way to Hydrotaz. I wanted to stop in here to find out if any of our friends were in the city, so that I could visit,” Kestrel replied.


  “Master Creata is somewhere in the city, staying in hiding, but coming by from time to time to check on us and give us whatever he can,” Treybon told Kestrel. “He keeps hoping for something better to happen, and of course he wants to try to set Lord Philip free.”


  “Philip is being held captive?” Kestrel asked, feeling his chest tighten. “Where?”


  “He’s in the palace, being held in some dungeon there, so I’m told,” Treybon said sadly.


  “And Creata is in the city trying to help him? How can I find him?” Kestrel asked.


  “We do not know where he spends his time; he tells us we’re safer not knowing,” Treybon answered.


  “He’s probably right,” Kestrel agreed. “Well, tell me something happier. How are the girls, Margo and Picco? Do you have any news of them?”


  We understand they are well. Miss Picco had been staying up in the north with Miss Margo until a month ago, but she was called to the seaside estate to tend to her mother. I believe she should have arrived there by now,” Treybon said.


  “Thank you, Treybon,” Kestrel told him. “I’ll leave quietly through the back if you don’t mind, and try to learn more about what’s going on around the city. If you see Creata, tell him I’m here and ask him to arrange to meet me – soon,” Kestrel directed, and then he slunk out of the back of the house and through the alley to one of the main streets in the city.


  He slipped into the armory he had formerly used, and sought out Mills, the manager, who did not recognize him at first. The goddess’s ring is very effective, Kestrel thought to himself, as he began to explain who he was.


  “Kestrel? Of course! What was I thinking?” Mills had asked, then pumped Kestrel’s hand in a vigorous shake. “I don’t know why I didn’t recognize you.”


  May I leave some things here for a few hours, maybe a day or two?” Kestrel asked.


  “Of course, of course,” Mills said graciously. “You can go find a cubby downstairs in the basement; take your pick.”


  Kestrel was quickly in and out of the basement, then up the stairs and outdoors on the street again. He decided to rely on his unrecognizability, and openly walked out on the streets of the city, headed towards the palace. He walked briskly to stay warm; although it was spring time, the sky was cloudy and the breeze that blew through the city was slightly cool. When he reached the palace he circled around the entire perimeter of the walls, examining and relearning the layout of the exterior.


  There were several gates, all attended by men who were very heavily armed. And there was a section of the walls that had mature trees planted surprisingly close to them on both the exterior and interior walls. To an elf like Kestrel, they provided an inviting way to enter the palace – the trees practically screamed to be climbed and scrambled across. He chose to wait until nightfall, and then began his foray into the palace. He climbed up the tree on the outside of the palace, and rose to the highest substantial branch that would hold his weight. Kestrel then walked out along the branch and leapt off it, landing among the branches of the tree inside the palace grounds.


  He held still and listened, waiting to see if there was any reaction to his arboreal entry to the tightly-guarded grounds. After counting to ten and hearing nothing, Kestrel began to crawl into the heart of the tree, and descended down the trunk. Dodging among the shadows and the hedges on the grounds, Kestrel began to work his way towards the building where he had been held captive during his own painful internment in the palace prison cells.


  The palace grounds were poorly lit, and there was little traffic among the buildings, other than soldiers and guards. The palace was not a place of pageants and frivolity, not in the current state. Kestrel waited until he found a single soldier walking through a dark passage, and ambushed the man, then took his uniform and continued his journey across the palace grounds, dressed as a member of the palace guard.


  By lucky coincidence, he happened to arrive at the building that housed the prison cells just as a shift change was taking place. “Who are you?” one of the guards asked Kestrel as he opened a door and walked into the crowded room at the top of the stairs that led down to the prison.


  “I’m here to watch; I’ll be taking someone’s place next week,” Kestrel hastily said.


  “Whose place? Is it me? Am I being sent to the Hydrotaz campaign?” one guard asked.


  “They didn’t tell me; I’m just supposed to watch and learn for the next few days,” Kestrel said.


  “Why don’t they send you to the front instead of one of us?” another guard asked belligerently.


  Kestrel shrugged, and the shift commander took charge. “Everyone who belongs downstairs, go downstairs,” he spoke over the other voices, and Kestrel followed three guards down to the prison cells, down a set of stairs that seemed familiar.


  “How many prisoners are there?” Kestrel asked as they descended.


  “The cells are full, double-full,” one guard responded. “Probably about fifty prisoners down here – almost all the troublemakers that are still alive in the city.”


  They pulled open the door at the bottom of the stairs, and a whiff of stale air swept up towards them from the crowded confinement they were about to enter. Three guards quickly left their duty station as Kestrel and the three replacement guards took their place.


  As soon as the door closed and he heard the sound of the past shift going up the stairs, Kestrel swung his staff against the skull of the guard in front of him, then swung it on the back swing against the second guard within his reach.


  The third guard of the new shift turned at the sound of the attack behind him, and pulled his sword free upon seeing what was happening. He thrust his blade expertly at Kestrel, who blocked the saber with his staff, then spun around to the side of the guard and thrust his staff end into the man’s ribs, knocking him to the floor. Kestrel pressed the sharpened points of his staff against the guard’s throat. “Drop the sword,” Kestrel growled.


  The sword clattered to the floor. “Now, give me the keys to the cells,” Kestrel ordered.


  Kestrel removed the belt from one of the unconscious guards, and wrapped the leather strap around the conscious guard’s hands, then tied his feet together as well, before he began going to each prison cell door. “Is Philip in there?” he asked at each door.


  At the fifth door he received a positive response. “I’m here; Kestrel, is that you?” his friend answered, squinting in the dim light of the prison lantern.


  Kestrel hastily used the keys to open the door, and Philip ran into his arms in an emotional hug with much back-slapping and tears of gratitude streaming down the former prisoner’s face.


  “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again,” Philip said. “Margo wrote that she had a dream, that Growelf himself came to her and showed her a vision. You were on a plain, surrounded by wolves, and then you walked through a doorway of fire, and went to a strange land with two suns.


  And after that dream, there wasn’t another word about you – it was like you’d truly disappeared from the face of the earth.”


  “It seemed like it to me at times as well,” Kestrel said with a crooked grin, inwardly acknowledging the literal truth of the phrase. “How is your sister?” He wondered why Growelf had sent such a vision to Margo.


  “She’s been doing better than me, up to now. She has her own local militia centered at the manor house, and they’ve fought off one attempt to invade my family’s lands,” Philip said with pride. “She’ll be so glad to know you’re alive and back fighting for us.”


  “I won’t be fighting here for long; I have to go to Hydrotaz and see Yulia,” Kestrel said. “I think we’ve found a way to fight the Uniontown forces; I’ll explain it all later.


  “What should we do about the other prisoners?” Kestrel asked.


  “They’re almost all supporters of the effort to overthrow the prince. Can we set them all free?” Philip asked.


  “Like we did last time?” Kestrel responded. “We can set them free; I don’t know if we can get a group of men this large out of the palace safely. And there’s one other thing I might want to do while we’re here,” he added.


  “Are there monster lizards here on the palace grounds? Do they keep them somewhere?” he asked.


  “The prince has built a special pond, one that he keeps inside a warm glass building, with heated water,” said another prisoner, one of those who had shared Philip’s cell and come out. “There are several of the lizards in there, and more at the ambassador’s place.”


  “Here,” Kestrel thrust the keys he held into the hands of the prisoner who had spoken. “Go open every cell door, but tell everyone to wait down here, and we’ll go upstairs together.”


  Together, he and Philip moved the unconscious guards, and the one who was tied up, into Philip’s empty cell while the other prisoners were set free. They stripped the uniforms off of them, and offered them to Philip’s friends to wear.


  Minutes later they emerged into the nighttime darkness of the palace grounds. “The lizard’s pool is that way, adjacent to the residential wing of the palace,” one of the prisoners told Kestrel, pointing to their right.


  “I’ll meet you in the basement of Creata’s house,” Kestrel whispered to Philip. “Good luck,” he added with a slap on the shoulder, then separated from the rest of the group and went to carry out his next impromptu mission.


  He walked confidently along the dark paths of the palace grounds, wearing the disguise of his stolen uniform, and within minutes he came to an ornate building, one whose beautiful exterior left no doubt in Kestrel’s mind that it was the residence of the prince of Graylee. Kestrel climbed up into a tree as he heard a patrol approach, and hid in the darkness among the budding branches as the guards strolled beneath him, walking with a casual pace that showed no alarm or awareness of the escape taking place elsewhere on the grounds.


  Cautiously, Kestrel dropped to the earth and began to follow behind the guards as they circled the residence. When he saw a glint of the crescent moon’s light reflect off a wide expanse of glass he shrugged through a hedge of bushes and crouched down to approach the home of the Viathins, clothed now in their primitive, monstrous forms of giant lizards. How did they like the form they adopted in his land, he wondered. Were they miserable with the limitations the bodies imposed on them? He hoped so.


  The glass windows of the building were steamy, fogged with condensation, he noticed as he circled the building seeking a means of entry. He found a door, unlocked, and pushed it open; he left it open behind him, letting the cool outside air breeze into the warm, humid interior.


  “Is there anyone here?” Kestrel called. He heard a slight motion of water, but heard nor saw nothing else.


  “Is there anyone here beside the sad Viathin losers? The ones who were defeated by the Parstoles, and exiled from that world?” he called out more, a taunt that produced much sound from the pool as bodies began to move rapidly through the water.


  Kestrel pulled out his knife, and held it before him. “I know what you are; you’re a plague. I’m here to tell you that our world will not allow you to overrun us. You are on notice – you must leave us now, as quickly as possible, without doing further harm to our people or our lands or our gods. From now on we are fighting back, and we know how to fight you,” he spoke loudly.


  There was a motion nearby, and he turned, then drew his arm back, threatening to throw the knife. “Stop there, or you die right now,” he warned the lizard that sought to sneak up on him.


  “You’ve been warned. Leave our lands immediately,” he concluded, then stepped back through the door, leaving it open so that the cold evening air discomforted the Viathins, and he turned to run away.


  The glass house around the pool was immediately filled with the thunderous roaring of multiple monsters, raising an angry, horrific ruckus of noise as they blasted out their calls of indignation and anger. Kestrel saw lights suddenly illuminate several windows in the palace as guards turned up lanterns in response. He fled from the vicinity of the residential building, then stopped and hid behind the corner of another building as a squad of guards came running along a path, headed towards the residence. Their leader had been presumably alerted by the Viathins, Kestrel realized, now that he understood the means of control that took place among the people conquered by the Viathins. And if he had a water skin of the water that was able to disrupt that connection, he could simply give these people in the palace a sip of water that would end their slavery.


  He ran towards the trees he had used to enter the palace grounds, only to be distracted by a large squad of soldiers who were moving hastily in a different direction. They could be headed to a battle at a gate, where the escaped prisoners might be trying to fight their way out of the palace, he told himself, and his help might make a difference to help Philip and his companions escape. Still wearing his stolen palace uniform, he felt confident as he switched direction and began to boldly follow along behind the guards.


  The sound of combat he heard as they approached the main gate of the palace confirmed his suspicion. He split away from the rear of the reinforcements, and scrambled up onto the second floor balcony of a building, where he found a view of the gate and the battle.


  The gates were closed, and the escapees were trapped against them, their numbers already reduced and shrinking under the assault from the guards. Kestrel unslung his bow and began to fire arrows at the guards in the forefront of the attack, trying to provide some breathing space for the escapees. His first several arrows scored successfully before anyone in the chaos of the battle began to notice the new element, and he saw a pair of officers looking around in the evening darkness trying to find the new threat they faced.


  He flattened himself on the floor of the balcony, then raised his head and threw his knife at one of the perceptive officers, before ducking again. “Lucretia, return,” he called after waiting several seconds. The knife returned to his hand, and he raised his head to look at the second officer, only to find that the man had vanished. He panned across the field of battle, and saw Philip working to open the gates, but distracted by a guard that was attacking him. Kestrel threw his knife at the attacker, then turned around in startlement as a lantern light suddenly shone through the door that looked out onto the balcony he occupied.


  He hastily slung his bow over his shoulder and ran across the balcony, then climbed up a drainpipe to the roof above and clambered over the edge of the roof as the door below burst open and several guards poured out onto the balcony. Kestrel pulled his legs up after him, accidentally knocking a roof tile loose and causing it to fall onto the soldiers below, giving his escape route away. He rose to his knees, and turned. “Lucretia, return,” he whispered, wanting to recall the knife before he fled further from the pursuers.


  As soon as he caught the knife he began to run carefully across the roof top, slipping in places on the smooth, slanted tiles. When he reached the middle of the roof a hatch opened in front of him, and a guard started to climb out. Kestrel desperately tried to stop, but slipped on the roof and began to fall, sliding towards the edge.


  He felt his legs slide over the back edge of the building, and he tried to find something to grab onto, but his hands clutched in vain, and then he fell through the air, using his elven reflexes to keep his legs under him. He landed hard on his feet, and a shaft of agony rose along his leg from one ankle, making him roll in pain and clutch at his ankle. He heard, footsteps approaching rapidly around the corner of the building, so he forced himself to rise, then hobbled away, using his staff as a crutch. There was a hedge of bushes growing along the foundation of the next building over, and Kestrel dove into the greenery, hiding down among the roots and the low-hanging branches that were sprouting fresh green leaves.


  He clamped a hand over his own mouth to try to muffle the moan of pain he felt rising from his chest, as several guards went thundering past the bushes in search of him, their boots tramping the ground just a few feet in front of his face. The squad passed without slowing down, and Kestrel breathed a sigh of relief. He reached for his skin of water from the healing spring, then moaned in despair as he remembered that he had left it in the basement of the armory.


  There was still the chance to escape via the sprites and imps. Cautiously, He stood up behind the bushes and stumbled out onto the dark empty path, then limped to the closest door he could find, in a small, unpretentious building that stood forlornly alone. The door opened quietly as he tested the knob in his search for a hiding place, and Kestrel hobbled inside the dim space, then turned to close the door behind him. As he held the door, something heavy and powerful hit him in the back of his skull, slamming him against the door, unconscious.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 14 – The Real Moorin


  


  Kestrel awoke to a bright light shining into his eyes. He raised his hand to shield the glare from his eyes, and realized that his hand was a throbbing pain, as was his head and his ankle.


  “What were you doing, sneaking in here?” a woman’s voice asked him. He felt the point of a knife poke his neck.


  He remained silent for a moment, trying to digest the presence of the woman and trying to understand his surroundings.


  “There’s a battle outside,” he croaked. “I think I broke my ankle, and I was trying to get someplace safe.”


  “Broken ankle? Which one?” the woman’s voice asked from the other side of the candle in front of his face.


  “My, ah, left one,” Kestrel groggily answered.


  “Here?” the woman asked, as the knife left his throat and her hand poked his leg, then grabbed the ankle.


  “Ohh,” Kestrel uttered something between a yell and a whimper.


  “I guess that’s it,” the woman said, matter-of-factly. The candle moved away from his face, and his eyes adjusted to the dim room. He was lying on the floor in a small room, and the outline of the woman moved in front of the candle’s flame, then the room grew brighter, and the woman turned around again with a newly lit lantern.


  Kestrel still couldn’t see the woman’s face in the glare from the lantern. He closed his eyes in pain and rested his head on the floor again, turning it to the side so that the painful knot on the back of his head didn’t rest directly on the floor.


  “Why does my hand hurt?” he asked dully.


  “You crushed it against the door when you slammed against it, after I whacked your head,” the woman told him without apology.


  “Let me look at it,” she took it with more gentleness that she had shown up to that point. “Here, see how your fingers are mangled; let me slip this ring off,” she told him as he felt a gentle tugging on his hand. “Then I’ll see if I can have some ice sent over to put on your hand and your…” she stopped in mid-sentence.


  “You’re not human,” she rose quickly, and the light backed away from him, and Kestrel realized that she had removed his ring that altered his identity. He was possibly only moments away from being revealed; he needed to take action to protect himself. If the person facing him had been a male guard or soldier, he would have had no scruples about unleashing his knife to put an end to the life, but the female voice of the unseen person somehow made him reluctant to act.


  “You’re an elf,” the woman stated. “An elf in Graylee; who would have thought that? Are you a run-away slave? No, your feet are whole.” Her breath came in excited gasps, but without rancor or fear.


  “You’re not a guard for Prince Namber, despite that uniform,” she continued. “You’ve got a magic ring to disguise your identity, and you were trying to find a place to hide.”


  The light approached him again. “Here, let me help you up,” she said as she set the lantern on the floor and placed her arm beneath his shoulders, helping him to stand.


  Kestrel rose cautiously to his feet, accepting her unexpected aid, painful as the effort was. As he stood in the embrace of the unknown woman, he turned to look at her face, for the first time illuminated so that he could see her.


  And then he passed out again in astonishment and pain, as he realized that the woman who was helping him was also an elf – it was the extraordinarily beautiful face of Moorin, the half-elf who he had been tricked into believing he had met in Albanu, the girl he had been prophesized by the goddess Kere to meet and ordered by the goddess to protect.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 15 – Leaving the Palace


  


  Kestrel awoke in a dark place, lying on a thin layer of padding atop a hard surface. His ankle, his hand, and the back of his head were each a painful source of throbbing discomfort. He struggled to rise to his feet, and felt around, trying to get his bearings. There were soft clothes on two sides of him, and then he bumped into a hard surface as he turned. Moments later there was a noise behind, and then a flood of light that made him blink as he turned around.


  “I never thought I’d see the day a man would actually faint at the sight of my beauty,” Moorin said with a laugh and a grin. She was standing wearing a non-descript nightcoat over her sleeping gown, and her hair was mussed, showing the signs of having spent the night on a pillow.


  “Shh, now stay quiet,” the girl with Moorin’s face told him. “I’m sure there will be guards coming by any time now. You have to stay quiet.”


  “Where am I? What’s happening?” Kestrel asked.


  “You are in the luckiest place possible for an elf like you,” the woman said. “You are in my closet, the only place that would be remotely friendly to an elf on the grounds of the palace of Prince Namber of Graylee.


  “Now stay quiet, and I’ll brew some willow bark tea for you,” she said.


  Kestrel reached out with his good hand, and grabbed her forearm before she could leave. “Is your name Moorin?” he asked.


  She looked closely at him, her face reflecting her surprise. “Yes it is. How did you know? I am supposed to be the best kept secret in Graylee.”


  “The goddess told me about you; Kai said that I would meet you. And then there was,” he paused without finishing, as Moorin patiently waited for a span of moments.


  “There was what?” she asked.


  “Nothing; nothing that matters right now,” he replied.


  “Stay here and stay quiet; sit down and rest. I’ll go get your tea,” she said as she gently pulled her arm free and shut the door.


  Kestrel slid back down to the floor. He couldn’t comprehend a more bizarre set of circumstances, and no amount of reasoning seemed able to put the pieces of the story together.


  The door opened again, and Moorin offered him a fine china cup of steaming tea. Before he could even take it from her hand, there was a knock on a distant door.


  “Now stay quiet,” she warned him. “Those are the morning guards coming to check on me. They’ll only stay a few minutes.”


  “Ask them about the battle last night,” Kestrel promptly requested. “Find out what the outcome was.”


  She looked at him indecisively, but the knock on the door was repeated, and she shut his closet door without further comment.


  Kestrel sat and gratefully drank the warm tea, bitter though it was. The cup it came in only added to his confoundment; the china was elegant, dainty and light. It was certain to be among the best available on the grounds of the palace. How it came to be in the hands of an elven girl was inexplicable – the presence of an elven girl, seemingly not under duress, was inexplicable, and her apparent protection of him was inexplicable.


  He closed his eyes again, and apparently drifted back to sleep, because when he opened them the closet door was open, and he gazed out to see Moorin standing in the adjacent room, changing her clothes. Her body was similar to Picco’s he thought, an odd recollection he realized, since he had little knowledge to base his judgment on. She had more curves than an elf – much more evidence of the human heritage that Kere had claimed for her, yet she was not so voluptuous as Merilla, or even as Margo appeared to be. It had been a long time since he had seen a woman, and he swallowed hard as he felt his throat go dry.


  She looked over at him and realized his eyes were open, and she silently stepped back out of his line of sight. A moment later she reappeared, much closer, and wearing a sheer robe that did little to hide her attributes.


  “How long were you watching?” she asked with an amused tilt to her lips.


  “Just a couple of seconds. I just woke up,” he replied in embarrassment.


  “Would you like to come out of the closet? I won’t have any more company for two or three hours,” Moorin suggested. She held her hands down to him and helped him rise, giving a grunt as his weight almost pulled her back down.


  “So tell me,” she began as they sat at two chairs next to a dainty small table across the room from her bed, “where are you from?”


  Kestrel couldn’t comprehend at first what she was asking, and he tried to think through the fog of pain in his brain to grasp her words, when it suddenly struck him – she had spoken in Elvish! She had an odd accent, but it was Elvish, nonetheless.


  “I am from Elmheng, originally,” he replied in Elvish. “And where are you from?”


  “Elmheng? Where in the world is that?” she asked in reply.


  He looked at her strangely; though it was not a large city, Elmheng was widely known among the elves of the Eastern Forest. “You know, about three days trip west of Center Trunk,” he answered. “Not too far from the border with the humans – not far enough.”


  “Center Trunk? You’re from the Eastern Forest?” Moorin asked, her eyes shining as she leaned in closer to him. “That’s why you speak so slowly?”


  “Yes, I’m from the Eastern Forest – Elmheng,” he repeated. “Though I haven’t been there much the past two years. I’ve been traveling.”


  “I’m from the Northern Forest, from Kirevee,” she told him, naming the capital of the northern elves.


  There was virtually no interaction between the two nations; there was no hostility that separated them, just a lack of mutual interest and a lack of a common border. A few elves were known to travel from one nation to the other, but not many. Kestrel knew the name of Kirevee, but no other places in the Northern Forest, and suddenly Moorin’s ignorance of Elmheng made sense.


  “I’ve never met a northern elf,” Kestrel said. “Why are you here?”


  “Why would the goddess tell you my name?” Moorin asked in return.


  How much to reveal, he asked himself. Was this even the real Moorin, or was it some other fake, a replica that somehow an evil power had knowledge of, and was using to confound him once again.


  “She said I would need to rescue you,” he replied cautiously.


  Her eyes lit up, and she stared at him intently, then seemed to have second thoughts and sat far back in her chair. “Look at you, you’re a mess. You’re not here to rescue me; so far I’ve been here to save you.”


  “Did you ask the guards about the battle? What did they say?” Kestrel asked, reminded of his injury and the circumstances from the night before.


  “They didn’t say a lot, which tells me things didn’t go well from their perspective,” Moorin answered. “They agreed there was a battle, but ‘only a few’ got away, was all they said,” she told him.


  Kestrel hoped that Philip was one of the few.


  “How can I get out of the palace grounds?” he asked her.


  “Do you want to go out dead or alive?” she asked. “It will be easy if you’re dead. It would take some careful planning to get you out alive. You can’t run a lick on that leg, can you?” she asked the obvious.


  “I came in by passing from a tree outside the palace fence to one inside the fence. If I could get back to the trees, I think I could make it out,” he told her.


  “I doubt you could climb a tree,” she said candidly.


  “I have to try,” he said insistently. “There’s so much that depends on the tasks I have to carry out.”


  “You’re so important as all that, are you?” she asked mockingly.


  “I am,” he paused, “well, I’m not, but the mission I’ve been given is,” Kestrel replied. “Really, believe me. And you’re part of it; Kere told me that I must rescue you, then take you with me until I could save you.”


  “What were you drinking?” Moorin asked.


  “Why are you here, Moorin? Do you need to be rescued?” Kestrel asked.


  “Yes, I would appreciate some heroic action on my behalf. But I don’t think you’re the one to rescue me – or save me! – in your current physical conditions,” she answered.


  A cloud passed from in front of the sun at that moment, and the room brightened dramatically as newly liberated sunrays entered through the windows.


  “Your eyes! They’re purple!” Moorin said suddenly, seeing them clearly for the first time. “They’re gorgeous; I’ve never seen anything like them except on the gnome traders.


  “How did you get purple eyes? Were you born that way?” she asked, her face just inches from his as she examined him.


  Kestrel studied her face as well, intently noting the fine whorls of her semi-elven ears, and the flawless texture of her skin. Her hair curled into delicate ringlets behind her ears and along the nape of her neck.


  “Well, at least you’re not looking down my décolletage,” Moorin laughed as she backed away from him. “I was looking at your eyes you know,” she told him as he looked at her in confusion, “so I saw that you were studying me. How long has it been since you’ve seen a woman?”


  “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen one as elegantly beautiful as you,” Kestrel answered without thinking.


  She sat up straight, and Kestrel realized that he had voiced his thoughts.


  “Kestrel,” Moorin said after several seconds of awkward silence, “I’ve heard similar statements from many men in the past, but I don’t think I’ve ever believed it was meant as sincerely and innocently as it was said by you. You’re not even trying to undress me with your eyes at the moment.”


  “I’m sorry,” Kestrel said.


  “Sorry? You don’t need to be sorry. An elf as handsome as you, with eyes as striking as yours? What woman would object to hearing your sweet nothings?” she teased him.


  “So how do you come to have such eyes?” she asked again.


  “Last winter, or the winter before, I guess, I stayed with a village of gnomes in the Water Mountains, and they gave me a drink of water from a sacred spring. It turned my eyes purple,” he explained.


  “You lived with gnomes? I’ve never heard of such a thing! And what about that ring I took off of you, the one that changed your appearance? Where did it come from?” she asked.


  And so, bit by bit, Kestrel began to cautiously explain selected pieces of his background, fascinating Moorin with every new revelation, maintaining secrecy about many things in his most recent past, but finally even telling her some things he had never shared with any of his elven friends – Backsin, Cheryl, Arlen.


  “My mother moved from her home village soon after I was born. I was raised in Elmheng, but she was from farther north, a little place named Gretna Green. She said she had a sister, but they never made any contact that I know of,” he admitted among his other topics.


  “That’s so sad, to think that sisters would never see one another again,” Moorin replied. “And you never knew anything about your aunt?”


  “No, nothing at all,” Kestrel admitted. He’d never even really thought of his mother’s sister as an aunt, though she was truly such, he realized.


  “What was her name. Your mother?” Moorin gently probed.


  “Merepoule,” he said the name softly, “she used to wear a silver necklace with an opal pendant. I remember that – it was the only jewelry she had. When she was buried, she was wearing it, the finest possession she had,” he added.


  Moorin could tell he didn’t want to reveal any more of that topic. It was a name he had almost never actually pronounced, one that had been buried deep within his memories, rarely used, the mother who had been emotionally damaged, and had died at a far-too early age, leaving Kestrel to join the Guard at the youngest age possible. He would say no more on that topic, and he immediately proceeded to return to telling of the other chapters of his life, leaving no opening for Moorin to ask any further about his family.


  His story-telling continued going on, keeping Moorin sitting at the table, her chin resting in the palm of her hand as she listened in rapt attention until there was a knock at the door.


  “Oh Kere preserve us!” she said, scandalized. “Quick Kestrel, hide in the closet. I had no idea what time it was! Hide – hurry,” she urged as she stood and started to go in one direction and then another.


  Kestrel rose, flustered and confused by her sense of urgency, his head suddenly hurting badly, as he hobbled over to the closet. He saw Moorin rush to her bedroom door, and he pulled the closet door closed behind him, then sat on the floor and slid far to the back, pulling a gown down from the shelf above and using it to cover himself.


  “You majesty,” he heard Moorin’s voice faintly greet a visitor. “My apologies for my state of dress; I’ve been lounging in bed with a terrible headache all morning,” she said.


  “Lady Moorin, I’m so sorry to hear that my favorite countess is not well. I’d be most happy to join you in your bedroom, if you’d like,” Kestrel heard a voice he recognized and associated with terrible memories, the voice of the prince of Graylee.


  “I’m sure you would. However,” Moorin said, and then their voices faded as they left the front door and entered some distant room in Moorin’s house.


  Kestrel realized he was holding his breath. He exhaled, then tried to think about what he should do. He needed to escape, then he needed to heal, then he needed to come back and set Moorin free from her captivity here; at least, he presumed it was captivity.


  “Dewberry,” he called softly. “Dewberry, Dewberry,” he chanted the name three times, for the first time in a long time, relieved to remember that the sprites were once again available to answer his call.


  “Friend Kestrel? Where are you? This is no time to play games hiding in the dark, my beloved. I have something very serious to talk to you about,” Dewberry spoke.


  “Ssh, keep you voice down, lovely sprite,” Kestrel whispered. He felt Dewberry settle to the floor, then come clamber up onto him.


  “Ouch!” he yelped as she stepped on his broken ankle.


  “Are you alright, mighty lover?” Dewberry asked, concern in her voice.


  “I’m injured, my friend, and I’m trapped in this hostile place. I need the favor of a rescue, if you and others could take me to the healing spring, and then bring me back to Graylee,” Kestrel explained.


  “Sweet heart, dear heart, most beloved, I’m afraid I am not allowed to help you,” Dewberry shocked Kestrel by replying. “There has been a terrible misunderstanding at court, and Jonson’s father has forbidden us from transporting you until you come to his court in person and introduce yourself as his new neighbor,” she explained.


  “He is very old and easily upset, and somehow he has come to believe that the reason we were gone for so long must be your fault, and he believes that you have been rude to have become his neighbor among the elves and not come to visit him in the Morass,” Dewberry’s voice was very quiet, and Kestrel realized how embarrassed and pained she felt with her shameful news.


  “We know how very, very wrong his behavior is, but we must obey him, since he is the king of the imps,” she told him. “I am so sorry, Kestrel,” he heard the tears in her voice. “We have argued and battled over this since the moment we returned, but he will not listen.”


  He closed his eyes and bowed his head in dismay. He had counted on a simple and foolproof means of escape from the Graylee palace, thanks to the sprites; now, that obvious means of solving his problem was no longer available.


  “I know it’s not your fault,” Kestrel told Dewberry, hoping to reduce her evident distress.


  “Thank you dear. That’s kind of you to say,” Kestrel felt Dewberry climb up his body, and then her lips were pressed against his, in a kiss that was full of sweet affection and remorse.


  And at that moment the closet door opened and the closet was flooded with light.


  “Kestrel! You’re making out in my closet with a sprite!” Moorin shrieked.


  “Beloved? Who is this virago?” Dewberry asked, blinking in the light as she turned to face Moorin.


  “Dewberry, please excuse us. I’ll call you again soon and we can talk my dear,” Kestrel said.


  “You will be okay without my help, Kestrel-friend?” Dewberry asked.


  “I believe so,” Kestrel answered.


  “Farewell then,” Dewberry effortlessly floated up into the air, twirling slowly so that she faced Moorin. “Farewell, shrill one. Kestrel has had many lovers prettier than you, though none prettier than me,” she said, and then disappeared.


  “Oh my stars, Kestrel,” Moorin said, standing in the doorway looking down at him. “You really do know sprites! Were all those stories you told this morning true? I never would have believed it!” she said.


  “Moorin, could you bring another cup of willow bark tea, maybe a couple of cups?” Kestrel asked, his spirits dashed by Dewberry’s refusal to help him, and his hand and ankle throbbing with pain.


  “Oh, of course. Come out and have a seat at the table; the prince is gone and no one will be here until dinner,” she replied. “Since I am just a plain gallery serf compared to the great beauties your sprite friend knows, I am only too happy to humbly serve you,” she told him as she mockingly bowed, then disappeared from view, but there was no sting in her words.


  Kestrel dragged his injured leg behind him as he reached the small table, then closed his eyes. He couldn’t stay hidden in Moorin’s closet forever; he needed to figure out how to escape. He needed not only the healing water for himself, but he needed to retrieve the water given to him by Decimindion, so that he could start his crusade against the Viathins of Uniontown. It would only be a matter of time until he was caught if he remained in Moorin’s home, and then both of them would face dire consequences, he was sure.


  Moorin backed into the room, holding a tray that carried an entire pot of tea, as well as bread and fruit. “I thought that your greatness might want something to eat,” Moorin announced as she set the tray down upon the table and sat in her chair.


  “Moorin, don’t take Dewberry seriously when she says things like that. She’s a very passionate sprite, but her heart is in the right place. She’s a very loyal friend,” Kestrel said as he poured the tea. “And it wasn’t true, anyway.”


  “Which part wasn’t true – that you’ve had many lovers, or that they’re all prettier than me?” Moorin asked.


  “Neither part was true,” Kestrel hastily said. He started to sip his tea.


  “Why are you here?” he asked simply.


  “I was captured on my way from Kirevee to Seafare, and brought back to Graylee as a prisoner to be ransomed,” Moorin finally answered. “The prince of Graylee saw me, and fell in love with me. He keeps me here; he asked me to marry him, and he says he’ll keep me here until I say yes.


  “I cannot agree though, because I do not love him or respect him or trust him, and because I am engaged to be married to Ruelin, the prince of Seafare,” Moorin told him.


  Kestrel froze, a piece of bread held in mid-air on its way to his open mouth as he listened in astonishment to her story.


  “You’re going to be the princess of Seafare?” Kestrel asked.


  “I was; but since Uniontown conquered the county and since Namber is holding me here, it doesn’t look likely,” she replied, as she took a sip from the cup of tea that Kestrel had poured for her. “And that’s okay. I rushed into the engagement for the wrong reasons.


  “By the way, here’s your magic ring back,” she delicately poked a finger down into her cleavage and withdrew the ring, which she handed to Kestrel.


  He inadvertently blushed at the warmth of the metal, knowing that it was her body heat he held, then he placed the ring on his left hand.


  “Look at you! You look like a pure-bred elf now! Who are you, and what is the ring?” Moorin asked.


  Kestrel explained the ring, and then explained his own mixed heritage.


  “My mother was elven, and my father was a human nobleman, from North Harbor, but he came to live at my mother’s home among the elves. That’s why I’m a countess; my mother was the granddaughter of the king of the northern elves, and my father is the count of Grey Fjord,” she explained.


  Kestrel moved the ring to his right hand. “Kestrel, you’re three men in one!” Moorin teased him. “And you are handsome in each regard; no wonder you have that string of women your sprite mentioned.”


  “Dewberry has an active imagination on behalf of my romantic life, “Kestrel grinned. “I need to get out of here tonight, and I want you to go with me,” Kestrel said suddenly. “Do you have any rope I can use to help me climb the trees?” he asked.


  “Kestrel, I’m being held here in secret captivity as the love interest of the prince. No one has given me a coil of rope,” Moorin said with that same amused smile she had shown to Kestrel so often, one that enchanted him. “Why don’t you go back to the closet and get some rest this afternoon? I really need to get dressed, or someone will grow suspicious.”


  Kestrel obediently retreated to Moorin’s closet once again, his pain reduced as the tea worked its power upon him, and he fell into a drowsy state of slumber.


  “Wake up, Kestrel. Is this how a hero goes about his business, sleeping in the closet of the beauty he’s supposed to rescue?” Kestrel felt a tap on his shoulder as a voice pecked at his consciousness.


  “Here, take this,” he felt something bumped against his chest. He opened his eyes, but in the closet’s darkness he could only see the bare outline of someone standing very close to him.


  “Who are you?” he asked. He moved his good hand to grasp the small jar that he felt a delicate hand pressing upon him.


  “How quickly they forget,” the woman’s voice tragically exclaimed. “You’re dealing with so many gods and goddesses now that your own native land’s goddess is forgotten.”


  “My lady, Kere!” Kestrel exclaimed. “I honor you, my goddess,” he said as he sat up straight, fearful that the divine being might truly think he had ceased to worship her.


  “Of course you do Kestrel, I know that. The sincerity of your love is one of your charming strengths!” the goddess told him affectionately. “Now,” she used a more serious tone, “this vial contains enough of the invisibility serum so that you and Moorin will be able to escape from this palace. The serum is altered slightly from the item you had before; you must mix a few drops of the liquid in the palm of Moorin’s hand, and then add a drop of your own blood before she drinks it. And likewise, pour the remainder in your own palm, add a drop of her blood, and then swallow it to give you the same protection. Now, you need to stop shirking your duty by hiding in this closet. Get out there tonight and get on with your mission.”


  “I plan to go to Hydrotaz to add a drop of Yulia’s blood to the water from Decimindion,” Kestrel said. “Should I take Moorin with me?”


  “Yes,” Kere replied with a hint of exasperation. “Don’t you remember your instructions? From now on you are to take her with you until you have saved her, and then her destiny will be clear.”


  “I don’t understand, my goddess, but I will take her with me, everywhere I go from now on,” Kestrel said.


  “Exactly,” the goddess agreed.


  “Kere,” Kestrel used the familiarity of her name without realizing, as he decided to ask some of the questions that had arisen in his mind during his adventures in the distant lands, “in the land of the Parstoles, they said that one of their goddesses died, because the Viathins destroyed her temples and killed her priests. Could that happen here?”


  “It could,” the goddess acknowledged carefully. “It is a real worry. These invaders know what they need to do to weaken a society so that it is easier to take over and consume. The death of a deity is the greatest blow that can be struck.”


  Kestrel hesitated, then decided to ask the question that he feared. “Is Kai dying? Has she given too much of herself to help me? The goddess on Albanu took the force that Kai put into my body for the protective tattoo of the champion, and that energy helped her to live.”


  A light appeared above Kestrel in the closet. “Let me see,” Kere commanded, and she pulled Kestrel’s shirt away from his chest, examining the spot where the tattoo had been removed.


  “Ah, that was an act of desperation,” the elven goddess finally said hesitantly after moments of study and consideration.


  “My sister has devoted a great deal to you, and it has weakened her for now, but she truly believes that you are the only hope she and all of us have to survive this plague,” Kere finally said.


  “Would it help her if I gave back some of the gifts she has given me? Would she be stronger if she took these forces back for herself – the knife and the ring and the staff? Kestrel asked the question that had gnawed at his heart the most. He dearly loved and used the artifacts that Kai had put at his command, but he didn’t want to see the goddess die.


  Kere looked closely at him, and he saw the concern on her face in the strange, shadowless light that she had created in the closet. “Your love for the goddess is touching, Kestrel. Kai feels your love, and that is almost as valuable for her as the return of your gifts would be.


  “There may come a time when it would be necessary for you to return Kai’s lent power back to her, but I cannot judge that. You just need to let her know that you will do that for her, and let her decide if that is what she wants,” Kere told him.


  “And make sure that you travel soon to the Swampy Morass and make peace with the imps. There have been no new monsters in the Eastern Forest because of the cold winter; that is a great part of why I still have some strength, because our community is not being undercut by the monsters. If you can work with the imps to better hunt down the Viathins that try to migrate up through the morass and your lands around Oaktown, Center Trunk and the Eastern Forest will be protected.


  “Your new companion approaches, so I must go now. Use this gift judiciously to help set both of you on the road to your destinies,” Kere said. She placed a hand atop his head in a benedictory gesture, then disappeared, just as the closet door opened.


  Moorin stood in the doorway, her features indistinct to Kestrel due to the glare of the light behind her. “You’re awake I see. I need to pick out a gown for dinner; this will be your best chance to come out of the closet before nightfall,” the half-elf maiden told Kestrel. “So hop up and trade places with me.”


  Kestrel rose and left the closet. As he passed Moorin he saw that she had cleaned and primped herself so that she looked even more lovely. She wore a sheer bathrobe over her undergarments, and Kestrel sniffed a delicate perfume as he went by her.


  “I’m going to leave tonight,” he told her as he started to pass. They were face to face in the doorway, and he saw her eyes move from examining the gowns to exploring his face.


  “You’re not ready yet,” she said.


  “I’ll be ready, and I’ll make it. And I’m going to take you with me,” Kestrel insisted.


  “We’ll talk about this later,” she dismissed him and moved into the closet. “My dinner guests will be here in fifteen minutes, and I need to be better prepared than I was for the prince this morning,” she told him.


  Kestrel limped to the bathroom, then returned as Moorin slid an elaborate gown over her head. “Please button the back for me,” she asked him, turning her back to him as she adjusted the fabric. He complied, then stepped towards the closet again. “The caterer is in the kitchen now, so keep quiet. I’ll save some food for your dinner later,” she told him, and then she left the room.


  He slumped back down into his corner of the closet to wait. Within a few minutes he heard a knocking on the door of the house, and he heard several voices as Moorin welcomed a group to her home. Kestrel closed his eyes and rested his chin on his chest as he listened to the faint sounds of the dinner party that took place elsewhere in the house.


  He began to doze as the time passed by, until he heard an unexpected noise. Somewhere nearby he heard the scraping of wood against wood, and then the sound of feet gently stepping onto the floor in Moorin’s room. Seconds later he heard a second set of feet, and then the sliding sound that he realized was her window being shut.


  “Ssh,” he heard one voice say. “We’re to hide in here and wait for her to come back after the dinner is over.”


  “It should be over soon, as long as they’ve been in there,” another voice, they were both men, Kestrel judged, replied. “Why does the ambassador want us to grab her this way? Why doesn’t he just take her himself after dinner?”


  “Because he’s a gentleman, and is above this sort of thing, whereas we’re just filthy commoners. He’s going to give her to the prince as a gift, to make the prince happy,” the first voice answered.


  “The prince already has her here; why doesn’t he just do what he wants with her?” came the next question.


  “They all want to publically say their hands are clean. That’s why they have men like us. Now you go hide in the closet and I’ll hide in the bathroom, and we’ll wait until she comes back for the night,” the one who seemed to be in charge spoke with some irritation.


  Kestrel immediately pulled himself into a more tightly bunched ball in the corner of the closet, and pulled his knife off of his hip, ready to use it at an instant’s notice. The closet door slid open, showing faint light, and a shadow passed in front of the doorway, then the door closed. Kestrel could tell that the man was standing only inches away from him; he could hear his seemingly noisy breathing, and he could smell the scent of smoke and sweat that rose from the kidnapper’s clothing.


  Kestrel held his breath as much as possible, and froze himself in place as the minutes passed. He heard noises coming through the wall behind him as guests started to leave, and conversations seemed to drag on, the spoken words indistinguishable. The kidnapper turned his body as though trying to listen, then the conversation ended, and there was silence once more. The man in the front of the closet moved again, turning to face the front again, Kestrel guessed.


  There was movement somewhere in the house and a few spoken words, then silence again for several long seconds. A light suddenly entered the bedroom, outlining the partially open door of the closet, and then the closet door started to open, catching both Kestrel and the kidnapper by surprise.


  “I’ve brought you some dinner,” Moorin said, then shrieked as the kidnapper in her closet jumped out at her, knocking the plate of food aside and grabbing her. Kestrel rose to his feet and stepped forward; he reached for the kidnapper and jerked him away from Moorin, just as the other kidnapper burst out of the bathroom.


  Kestrel held his knife to the throat of the man he held. “Moorin, get behind me,” he shouted.


  “You, stop right there or your partner dies, and then it’s your turn,” Kestrel warned the other assailant.


  “Who are you and what are you doing here?” the man from the bathroom shouted in confusion. He was heavyset, and rough-looking, unshaven and poorly dressed.


  “Just listen to him, Lerry,” said the man Kestrel held.


  Moorin leaped away from the middle of the fracas and got behind Kestrel.


  “Now, pick up my staff,” Kestrel spoke to her over his shoulder.


  “What are you going to do now, Mr. Lucky?” asked the heavyset assailant. “There’re two of us here; you can’t win. Just give the woman to us, we’ll take her and be gone. No harm to anyone.”


  “Take her to the ambassador so that he can give her to the prince?” Kestrel asked.


  “That’s none of your concern,” the man said, pulling his sword loose.


  “Lerry, be careful,” Kestrel’s captive warned.


  “If you go out the window, I’ll let your friend follow you out,” Kestrel offered. “How does that sound Lerry? You can go your way and no one will say anything.”


  Lerry looked at Kestrel appraising the situation. “We’ll take that deal. I’ll open the window, while you bring Probst over here close,” he said as he edged to the window. He put his sword back in the sheath, then slowly opened the window, and climbed part way out.


  “I’m doing what you told me to; now release Probst and send him over here,” he told Kestrel.


  Kestrel shoved his hostage at the window, then reached around and took his staff from Moorin, who had followed closely behind him.


  “Out, get out now,” he growled at the criminals.


  Probst seemed undecided, and Kestrel jabbed the spiked end of his staff, ripping welts along the man’s thigh.


  “I’m going!” the man shouted, then put a leg through the window. As soon as he was through, Kestrel stepped over and slammed the window shut.


  “Oh Kestrel! Thank you so much,” Moorin spoke again for the first time since Kestrel had jumped into action. “You knew just what to do and how to handle the situation.”


  “We’ve only got a few minutes before they’ll be back, either on their own or with other people,” Kestrel said. “Pack up a small pack as fast as you can – we’ve got to flee!”


  “Where will we go?” Moorin asked. “Won’t I be just as safe here as anywhere else?”


  “Did you hear what I told them? This is the ambassador of Uniontown plotting with the Prince of Graylee to kidnap you so that the prince can have you even more secretly than he already does. There’s nothing good in that plan,” Kestrel said in amazement. “Those are two of the most evil men you could ever be caught up with. I overheard the kidnappers discussing the plan, and I’ve dealt with the prince and the ambassador before.


  “Please, start packing,” he urged.


  Moorin went into the closet without further comment, then came out with a small portmanteau.


  “That’s too big. Do you have something smaller? We’re going to be traveling a long way,” Kestrel said.


  “Where are you taking me?” Moorin asked.


  “Just get packing, and I’ll tell you. We’ve got to hurry,” Kestrel insisted.


  “I’m going to take you back to the North Forest,” Kestrel told her, without revealing how roundabout the journey would be.


  Moorin disappeared into the closet, came out with a smaller bag and a sigh, then went to the bathroom. “You’ll really take me back home?” he heard the excitement in her voice.


  “I will, I promise,” Kestrel.


  “I’ll hold you to that,” Moorin said, with a catch in her voice that made Kestrel realize just how vulnerable the woman was likely to feel at the moment.


  “Moorin, I will treat you respectfully, and protect you,” he said reassuringly. He heard a sound at the front door, a hammering.


  “Kestrel, they’re back already!” Moorin gasped, coming out with her bag.


  “Here, this is how we’ll escape,” Kestrel said, as he held up the vial Kere had given him. “It will make us invisible.


  “We’ll each take a sip of this potion, and then we’ll be invisible for an hour. Here, hold out your hand,” he told her.


  “Invisible?” he heard the disbelief in her voice.


  “This potion is a gift from Kere. She gave it to me while I was in your closet. She told me it would make us invisible,” he explained.


  “Until you arrived, I thought a closet was just a place to keep clothes. So far you’ve had sprites, goddesses, and kidnappers in there with you. Now I’ll never want to have a closet in my bedroom again,” she gently acquiesced. “How does it work?”


  Kestrel briefly explained, and then he tipped a few drops of the vial’s contents into her palm. The liquid was a shimmering, opalescent large drop that held its shape as it languidly rolled to and fro.


  “Now, I have to add this,” he put the vial down, picked up his knife, and pricked his finger. A large drop of deep red blood swelled up, and he held his finger over Moorin’s palm.


  “What are you doing?” she asked with a heavily skeptical tone.


  The drop of blood fell onto the thick liquid, and immediately made the whole small puddle change to bright red, making a sizzling sound as it did.


  Now, drink it,” Kestrel ordered her.


  “Really? You drink it first,” she said scornfully.


  “We don’t have time for this!” Kestrel responded, but he tipped the vial above his own painfully swollen palm, and poured out the last precious drops of the shimmering fluid. “Hold your finger over it,” he said, and when Moorin calmly did so, he quickly jabbed the point of his knife into her fingertip.


  “Ouch!” she exclaimed as a series of drops of her blood leaked into Kestrel’s palm, hitting the vial’s contents and causing the same reaction it had caused in Moorin’s palm.


  Watch,” he said, and tipped his hand up to his lips. He promptly disappeared.


  Moorin shrieked. “Oh trees!” she gasped. “It really works!”


  “Now, hurry, take it,” Kestrel said as there was more pounding at the door, then the sound of splintering wood. As soon as she sipped at her hand, Kestrel began to take off his clothes.


  “I’m going to put out the light,” he told her. The room went dark. “Now, take all your clothes off,” Kestrel said in the darkness.


  “But,” Moorin began to protest.


  “Hurry!” Kestrel said sharply. “They’ll be here in a second. We can’t let them see us or our clothes standing about.”


  “Unbutton my dress for me,” she pleaded, panic in her voice as new elements of the rapidly evolving circumstances unfolded.


  Kestrel reached out and pulled her towards his position, then hastily undid the buttons and lifted the dress up over her head. He watched as her underclothes quickly dropped to the ground.


  “This feels so wrong,” Moorin wailed, just as the door to her room burst open and three men, including Lerry, entered.


  Kestrel reached out to where Moorin had been and grabbed her flesh, then pulled her toward his position, and backed them both against a wall.


  “Look! There’s a bag packed. They were getting ready to make a run,” Lerry said. “Check the closet, carefully,” he ordered one villain as another one looked into the packed bag.


  “They’re not in here,” the man in the closet reported. He passed within inches of them as he circled over to the window to look out.


  “We’ll go look up in the attic,” Lerry said, leading the three of them out of the room.


  “Oh leaves and roots! They were right here and didn’t see us!” Moorin whispered to Kestrel.


  “We’ve got less than an hour,” Kestrel said in response. He slid past her and opened the window. “Here, we’ve got to get out. You go first,” he ordered.


  She bumped into him, and for a fraction of a second he wished he was able to enjoy the contact of her soft flesh. He watched the curtains move as she went out.


  He picked up her bag, then stuffed his clothes and her clothes into it, and passed it out the window. He laid his staff against the window frame, then stepped out into the cool evening air. He pulled his staff with him, then pulled the window frame shut.


  “Here, put your hand on my shoulder,” Kestrel told Moorin. “We’re going to carry these things to the trees that cross the wall, and we’ll leave them there. While we’re walking with them, we’ll have to stop and put them down or hide them if anyone sees us,” he explained. “Then we’ll leave the clothes at the trees, and we’ll run to the gate and get out of the palace grounds. We’ll go back to the trees and get our clothes, and hopefully be dressed before we become visible.”


  “Can we do all of that?” Moorin’s voice asked.


  “We’ll have to hurry,” Kestrel answered, reaching for her hand and placing it on his shoulder.


  He started walked with the bag of clothes in one hand, and the staff helping him hobble forward in the other hand.


  They stopped three times for other pedestrians in their path, and by the time they reached the tree, Kestrel knew they didn’t have time to reach the gate.


  “We’re going to have to try to go over the wall here,” he told her. “You climb up the tree, and then I’ll hand things up to you.”


  Can you climb?” she asked simply.


  “I hope so,” he sighed.


  “Now go,” he stepped back and listened to the sound of her bare feet scrambling up the tree trunk.


  “I’m ready,” she whispered seconds later.


  Kestrel handed up the bag of clothes, then slowly used his staff to help prop himself up to the first branch. He felt Moorin grab him and pull him up to a steady position.


  “Thanks,” he told her, and minutes later they each jumped from the tree inside the fence to the tree outside the palace grounds, then slowly followed their belongings down to the ground.


  They walked to an alley and got dressed. Moorin was fully dressed and Kestrel was pulling up his pants when they each were restored to visibility.


  “We did it!” Moorin said gleefully. “Now where do we go?”


  Kestrel led her through the city, taking alleys and hedges and yards as he slunk and limped around and away from traffic, and arrived in Creata’s house just as dawn broke.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 16 – Departure from Graylee


  


  Kestrel led Moorin to the back door of the house, where a servant willingly let them in.


  “Master Kestrel, it’s so good to see you again,” the elderly cook said. “Master Philip was here yesterday, and was very worried about your absence.


  “I see you had good reason to be absent, with your lovely lady friend,” the cook added, politely ignoring the evident elven heritage that Moorin displayed.


  “Would you please show Lady Moorin to the small room in the basement?” Kestrel asked. “I have to go retrieve some items from the armory,” he explained.


  “How long will you be gone?” Moorin asked nervously in Elvish.


  “Just minutes,” Kestrel assured her as he left. He did return soon, bearing his pack of a few things and his skin of healing water as well as the skin of water from Decimindion. Assured by the staff that it would be acceptable, Kestrel and Moorin left the basement and went upstairs to his former room.


  Kestrel dribbled a few drops of water from the healing spring on his foot, then a few drops on his hand. He took a sip of the water as well. “Would you rub a little of this water onto my scalp where you hit me?” he asked Moorin, who had watched his ritual.


  She did as told. “This water comes from the spring you told me about? The water helps you heal?”


  “That’s correct,” Kestrel yawned as he answered.


  “There’s a bath in through there,” he pointed for Moorin. “Personally, I’m ready to sleep,” he patted the bed. “And there’s enough space on this mattress for the two of us not to bother each other, or if you prefer, we can ask the staff for a different room for you.”


  “I’ll stay here,” Moorin said quickly. “I believe you’re gentleman enough I don’t have to worry. But,” she said as she stood up, “a hot bath first sounds even better.”


  Kestrel pulled off his boots, as Moorin carried her bag into the bathroom and shut the door, then he lay down on the mattress, and closed his eyes. He never heard Moorin finish her bath or return to the bedroom or lay down on the bed as he quickly fell into a deep sleep, his body recovering from the protracted stress of his injuries and flight from the place.


  Early in the evening there was a knock at the door. Kestrel vaguely sensed it, as he began to awaken. Moorin came wide awake in an instant, and found herself pressed up against Kestrel, her body seeking the warmth of his, as well as the comfort of his nearness, and her arms were draped around him. She raised her head to look at the door. “Come in,” she called out in a clear voice.


  She watched the door open, and Philip’s smiling face, unknown to her, looked in through the opening. The smile on his face changed to one of confusion as he saw the unknown female elf in bed with his friend. She quietly raised her finger to her lips, and watched Philip pull the door shut. Once the door was closed she rose and dressed in the travel clothes she had brought along, then went to the door.


  “Where are you going?” Kestrel asked as he opened his eyes finally.


  “I saw a man look in here, and I was going to go tell him you were sleeping after being my hero for the past two days,” Moorin said.


  “Wait just a moment and I’ll go with you,” he said as he sat up. He flexed the fingers on his injured hand, satisfied with their substantial improvement. Together, they walked downstairs, causing Kestrel to flash back to memories of happier times in the city, when he had looked forward to seeing Margo and Picco and their brothers, when there had been laughter and a sense of security, and the house had been home to social dinners and parties. It was all in the past, and he regretted that Moorin had not had the opportunity to witness the house in that happier time.


  He found Philip in the dining room, eating a cold dinner.


  “Kestrel?” Philip asked, rising from his seat, questioning the fully human appearance Kestrel wore with his enchanted ring on his finger, as he saw him in full daylight for the first time.


  “Philip, it’s me, a little worse for the wear! I’m so glad you made it out!” Kestrel exclaimed as they hugged.


  “It was a near thing,” Philip said. “I suppose you had something to do with turning the tide in our favor in that battle at the gate?”


  “I tried to help,” Kestrel agreed. There was a polite throat-clearing noise from behind him.


  “This is the countess Lady Moorin, of the elves of the Northern Forest,” Kestrel stepped back to make introduction. “And this is Philip, the Lord of the Northern Marches of Graylee.”


  Philip advanced and bowed deeply over Moorin’s hand, taking no note of her elven appearance or title. “It is an honor to meet you, my lady. My friend Kestrel is blessed to have such a lovely companion.”


  “The honor is mine to meet you, and the blessing is mine to have been rescued by such a person as Kestrel,” she replied.


  “Moorin was being held captive by the prince and Poma, kept in a house on the palace grounds,” Kestrel explained.


  “His fiancée probably found that inappropriate; she may be your new best friend,” Philip told Kestrel.


  “He is engaged? Oddly, he never mentioned that to me,” Moorin told them.


  “He’s never met the girl, but he announced that he is going to marry the daughter of the Duke of Channelport, as a way to tie the two nations together,” Philip explained.


  “How is Margo?” Kestrel asked, as a servant quietly entered the room with two more plates of cold foods and placed them on the table.


  “From the sporadic notes I receive, she’s doing well,” Philip answered as they all sat and started to eat. “She has her own local militia now that protects the area, and Namber is so busy trying to maintain Channelport and reconquer Hydrotaz he doesn’t have enough soldiers to spare to fight anywhere else.”


  “And how are you doing?” Kestrel asked.


  “I keep the hopes of the opposition in the city alive,” Philip answered. “The way so many of us escaped from the palace was a real boost to everyone’s hopes! We keep inflicting small pains on the prince, so he knows he faces a challenge here at home.”


  “The monster lizards are a key,” Kestrel blurted out. “They can control the minds of people; make them your targets and you’ll really upset the prince’s supporters.”


  “Do you still plan to go to Hydrotaz to see Yulia, or will you stay here and help us?” Philip asked.


  “I have to go, the sooner the better. The faster I carry out my other missions, the sooner I’ll be able to come back here to help Margo, and all of you,” Kestrel said.


  “The sooner we go, you mean, don’t you?” Moorin interjected.


  “Yes, exactly,” Kestrel agreed.


  “I’ll be bold enough to offer you one of Creata’s horses from the stables. He’d probably appreciate not having the cost to feed it. He’s down at his mother’s estate making sure everything’s okay right now; Picco left Margo and the manor a couple of weeks ago to see her mother as well,” Philip explained. “And there are still some of your gold winnings from last year’s tournament hidden in the basement as well; you ought to take that to help you on your way.


  “With the Graylee army between here and Hydrotaz preparing to invade, you’ll have a bit of a tricky journey,” he warned.


  “Thank you,” Kestrel said in appreciation for the advice.


  “I’m glad to know you’re still alive!” Philip said suddenly. “After you left Graylee we didn’t hear anything about you for months and months. We heard that Yulia had gained control of Hydrotaz, and I figured that was your doing, but nothing else. Where’d you go; back to the mountains to live with the gnomes again?”


  Kestrel smiled. “I’ve had some adventures, but I didn’t live in the mountains this winter. I’ll tell you all about it when this is all over and we can spend a relaxing evening at your manor up north.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we better get ready to depart,” he said as he stood.


  “Kestrel, when you see Yulia, please tell her I’ve been thinking about her, and I hope to see her again,” Philip said as he stood.


  “She’ll appreciate that,” Kestrel instinctively answered. “I know she’d like to see you again too. Her eyes lit up the last time I saw her, when we talked about being together with you someday.”


  Philip smiled, and then Kestrel and Moorin went upstairs to get their belongings. “So this Yulia, she is not your beloved?” Moorin asked. “Who is then?” she asked again when he shook his head negatively. “That Margo, or the girl with the sweet name, Picco?”


  “I,” Kestrel hesitated just a moment, “there is no particular woman at the moment who would give her heart to me,” he stammered.


  “But there is one you would like to, perhaps?” Moorin pressed.


  “Perhaps,” Kestrel agreed, “but I have been away from everyone I know for so long these past few months that I can’t speak for how they feel,” he thought of Cheryl, who had married Malsten after Kestrel had left Elmheng. He paused as he thought of Alicia and Lucretia, still in the Eastern Forest, and he wondered about the status of their lives. He would perhaps have an opportunity to see Alicia after he finished his duties in Oaktown and in the Swampy Morass, he speculated.


  “We need to go,” he lifted Moorin’s bag, and looked around the room. “I’ve had a lot of memories in this room,” he said softly.


  “I hope you can come back and join your friends here and have many more happy memories,” Moorin told him as she joined him at the door.


  Minutes later they were in the stable yard as the sun began to set. Philip had saddled a horse for them, and held a leather bag full of gold coins. “You should get a hat to cover Lady Moorin’s ears as well, at least during the daylight,” Philip suggested. He went into the house and came out moments later with a knit white stocking cap. “Margo left this behind; I’m sure she would be happy to lend it to any friend of Kestrel’s,” he said as he handed the hat over.


  Kestrel hugged Philip as he said farewell, then climbed on the horse, and lowered his hand to help Moorin mount. To his surprise she climbed up with ease. “Tell them all how much I miss them,” Kestrel told Philip, and then he flicked the reins and the horse left the yard behind the house and started traveling east, out of the city, reminding Kestrel of Chestnut, the horse he had ridden when he had last left the city. Chestnut had carried him all the way to the Eastern Forest, and had been bringing him back to Hydrotaz when he had broken his leg on the untamed prairie in the north of the country. And from there, his whole current set of adventures had ballooned, until the present, when it seemed that a plan might be in place, and his life might settle into an expected course.


  “You mounted the horse very well,” Kestrel spoke over his shoulder to Moorin, who rode behind him. “Have you ridden before?”


  She gave a low throaty laugh that sounded enchanting. “All my life,” she replied.


  “In the Eastern Forest, most elves never ride horses. Most elves have never even seen a horse; there are no stables in the cities,” Kestrel explained. “I didn’t learn how to ride until I was trained to be a human.”


  “How odd!” Moorin replied. “We ride horses all the time. It’s remarkable that our two elven nations could be so different.”


  Kestrel thought about the unusual difference as well, as they rode through the city.


  They left the city boundaries after nightfall, and Kestrel slipped off the horse in the early darkness of the springtime evening. “I’ll run for a while to spare the horse, and we’ll try to reach an inn for dinner tonight,” he told Moorin, thinking of the inn that he and Margo and Picco had spent a night at, where they had sat on the floor on a narrow room and eaten chocolate cake while drinking wine.


  The arrived at the inn hours later, and Kestrel secured a room for the night, while Moorin waited outside in the darkness. They hurried up the stairs together to shield her elven features from scrutiny.


  “I never knew there was such a need to hide being an elf,” she spoke in exasperation.


  “I never doubted it,” Kestrel told her. “Being raised in the Eastern Forest where we’re so isolated from humans, it seems nature to me that we hide our differences. I used to be bullied and worse all the time because I looked part human.”


  “In the Northern Forest we get along with our human neighbors so well!” Moorin exclaimed.


  “Do you get along well enough to know about chocolate?” Kestrel asked.


  “I love it!” Moorin answered enthusiastically.


  “I’ll go bring some dinner back to the room, and I’ll see if I can get some chocolate cake,” he promised her, then he was off to the dining room.


  Minutes later he returned to the room, where he stood in the doorway and stared at Moorin. She was staring out the window, lost in thought, and there was something in her pensive pose that Kestrel thought made her seem even more beautiful than he had thought before. Her thoughtfulness seemed to enhance her vulnerability, something that she usually hid behind a façade of competence and confidence.


  “Is everything alright?” he asked.


  She slowly turned her face toward him, even as her eyes remained locked in a stare at some invisible point out in the darkness. “Everything is alright now that you’ve brought some chocolate for me,” she nodded towards the large piece of cake on the tray in Kestrel’s hands. “Didn’t you bring any for yourself?” she said with a serious face.


  “I thought,” Kestrel started to stutter his expectation that they would share the piece of cake, when he saw Moorin’s lips twitch upward into the hint of a smile, and realized that she was teasing him. “I thought you would want to watch me enjoy eating this.”


  She laughed out loud with him, and Kestrel placed the tray on the floor as they sat down opposite one another. “What shall we drink?” Moorin asked. “I don’t mind a glass of wine with dinner,” she hinted.


  Kestrel ran downstairs for a bottle and two glasses, and when he returned the cake plate was empty, while there was a smudge of dark chocolate at the corner of her mouth. He looked at Moorin in shock, and she laughed as she pointed to the cake sitting on a napkin on the other side of the bed. After that, they sat and ate the standard tavern food Kestrel had purchased, along with the decidedly non-standard chocolate cake. They drank wine, and they talked, late into the night, about the differences between the eastern and the northern elves.


  Moorin spoke passionately about the value of the communications the northern elves shared with the humans in the nations around them. “Few of us move away permanently, but many elves travel in those nations, and none of them are as hostile to elves as Graylee and Hydrotaz,” she mourned.


  “We have to train our elves who we send to see the humans, and virtually the only ones we send are spies,” Kestrel told her. “I had to have surgery to cut my ears and eyebrows before I could try to live among the humans,” he explained, as he watched her hands unconsciously rise to protect her own ears from harm.


  “But now I have this ring, and I don’t have to see Alicia so often,” he added. “I may not see her again the next time we go through Center Trunk, and once upon a time I would never have believed I could pass the city and not see her.”


  “She is the doctor who is married to a leader, but slept with his bodyguard?” Moorin remembered part of Kestrel’s earlier biographical story. “Now that sounds like the type of thing that happens in our royal palace too,” she grinned, but then surprised Kestrel as tears started to brim in her eyes.


  “I was engaged to be married to my first love, the prince of the northern elves, a cousin as a matter of fact, but just a few weeks before the wedding I discovered he was having an affair with one of my friends,” she admitted, as the tears started to flow.


  “So I went to the ambassador from Seafare and said that I had changed my mind and I would marry Ruelin, his prince, as the ambassador had pleadingly asked, many months before, and just like that I sailed away from my family and friends two weeks later to meet my future husband and become a princess,” Kestrel pushed the tray of empty plates aside, and moved next to Moorin, wrapping an arm around her to comfort her while her tears continued to flow. “And just before we arrived at Seafare’s port, the Graylee ship stopped us and took the cargo, and then they took me and brought me to Graylee. I was only there for a fortnight before you showed up.


  “And I still haven’t met my fiancé in Seafare, if he even still wants me as a bride after I’ve been tossed back and forth by every other nobleman in the Inner Seas, it seems,” she cried dramatically, turning her head and sobbing on Kestrel’s shoulder. “You’re not a nobleman, are you Kestrel?”


  “Well, I am, but just the Warden of the Marches,” he recited his official title, embarrassed to reveal it at that moment.


  “Oh Kestrel!” she laughed. “Trying to keep your noble title a secret? Any other man would have told me he had a title within the first five minutes of meeting to try to impress me,” she leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. “You are such a dear boy,” she laughed, then leaned back from him and looked up at the ceiling.


  “I think I need to go to sleep,” she said in a drowsy voice, and so Kestrel tucked her into the bed, then wrapped himself in a cover and slept on the floor, his mind floating to sleep with thoughts of Moorin’s throaty laugh and the cozy feel of her resting within the crook of his arm.


  “You’re a gentleman, aren’t you?” Moorin spoke into his ear the next morning as they rode atop their horse, headed northeast towards Hydrotaz. “Last night you comforted me and put me to bed and slept on the floor as if you were my brother or my father,” she recounted.


  “I treated you the way I’d want any friend of mine to be treated,” he replied, though I thought about you for a long time after, he added to himself.


  “Well, I appreciate you calling me ‘friend’ and I hope I will be a good one,” she replied.


  They rode on in silence after that, and Kestrel slipped off the horse to lighten the load, as he lopped alongside the animal during the midday. Clouds rolled in and rain started to fall, but Kestrel insisted they keep going for hours more, until the night fell and he slipped in the mud twice. They spent the night in the first small town inn they came to, a dreary building that left Moorin somber and depressed when they awoke to the sound of further rain the following morning.


  “I know it’s not fun, but we’ll have better weather soon, and Yulia will welcome us to stay in the palace when we make it to Hydrotaz,” Kestrel promised, hoping that his promises would come true.


  Over the next three days his promises did not come true. They rode and ran far to the north, to avoid the Graylee army encamped in preparation for a renewed invasion of Hydrotaz. Every day of the ride was wet and cold, and every night the accommodations grew more rustic and less civil. Moorin rode patiently, but Kestrel sensed a growing sense of moroseness within the girl, as she felt herself taken further and further from her home, with only the recent disappointments of her past to dwell on as she rode. She remained bravely quiet, and complained not a whit, but Kestrel felt obliged to find some way to improve the trip for her.


  By midafternoon of the fourth day, Kestrel saw an abandoned farmhouse, and he decided to stop, to explore the potential of the house to provide a decent night’s stay. The barn was sound, and the house was dry, with a roof that kept the rain out. “What are we doing?” Moorin asked as Kestrel circled the farmstead to confirm its availability, then rode their horse into the barn.


  “We are going to take a break in our journey,” Kestrel told her as he climbed down from the horse first. “We’ll wait here until the rain stops, however long it takes. Take everything we have into the house, and we’ll build a big fire in the fireplace to dry everything out,” he told her.


  “I’ll go gather some wood and be back,” he added, then went to the nearby woodlot and gathered up tree limbs while looking for food items he could come back to collect. Several trips later he had a large stack of firewood and a fire crackling in the kitchen fireplace, as well as both the buckets he found then filled with water from the well. Moorin was hanging items of clothing from every available projecting element of the kitchen, and seemed happy to be occupied, as Kestrel took the horse out to graze in the pasture while he gathered their dinner.


  When he came back an hour later the fire was blazing away brighter than ever, throwing warmth to every corner of the kitchen, and Moorin had their damp bedrolls laid out by the hearth, watching tendrils of steam gently rise from the material. Kestrel quickly walked through the house, only four rooms in size, and saw nothing of concern or value.


  “Here is something that Philip kindly packed away for us, and I think tonight is a good night to drink it,” Kestrel said, pulling a liquor flask from the leather saddle bag he carried in. He placed the leather bottle to one side, then piled up the fiddlehead ferns and the mushrooms and spring tubers he had found, added a pile of delicate greens that offered seasoning, and then untied the two rabbits he had shot and skinned along the verge of the woodlot.


  As Moorin watched, Kestrel cleaned out the lone pan that had remained in the kitchen, then added some water and all his collected food in the pan, then placed it near the fire to let it warm. As he did he saw Moorin uncork the liquor bottle.


  “Be careful,” he warned her, “that stuff can burn all the way down.”


  “If it warms us up, so much the better,” Moorin grinned, then placed the bottle to her lips and took a hearty swig, showing a disregard for needless ladylike, gentile restraint that Kestrel found charming. She started coughing as soon as she lowered the bottle, then gasped desperately as Kestrel brought a bucket of water to her and lifted his cupped hands with water to her lips.


  Several seconds later she was choking less violently, and her first words came out in a raspy whisper. “Kestrel, your friend is trying to poison us!”


  “It’s not that bad!” Kestrel disagreed with a grin. “Since I’m only one quarter human it hardly affects me at all. You being half human, it may have more impact on you,” he warned.


  “Let me see you take a long draught of that, mister impervious!” Moorin demanded.


  Egged on by her manner, Kestrel took the bottle and drank a long swallow, then casually put the bottle back down. “Some of us have the ability to handle it, Lady Moorin,” he grinned at her, then turned to stir their dinner stew.


  “Well Lord Kestrel, some of can learn to handle it,” she replied defiantly, and took another drink herself, carefully placing the bottle back on the ground after she swallowed her drink.


  Just then Kestrel saw two crickets wriggle out of the bark of a piece of wood lying by the fireplace, and his hand flew out to nab them both. He’d not eaten a cricket in nearly a year, he reckoned, and he relished the idea of the delicious nutty taste that the eastern elves craved so dearly.


  “Want one?” he asked Moorin, holding the insects out to her.


  “No thank you,” she said politely, her body slightly swaying.


  Kestrel popped one of the crickets into his mouth and happily munched away.


  “Fire in the forest! What did you just do?” Moorin demanded. “Did you just eat that bug?”


  “Sure! They’re delicious. We eat them all the time in the forest; don’t you?” he asked.


  “No,” she answered vehemently. “Absolutely not.


  “Now how do you expect me to imagine kissing those lips, knowing that they just ate a bug?” she asked him immediately.


  He froze and looked at her, wide-eyed.


  “That’s right, don’t play the shocked gentleman elf lord,” Moorin said. “All alone in front of a romantic fire, a home-cooked meal, and liquor; you’re clearly planning a seduction, and until I saw you eat that bug I wasn’t sure I was going to resist,” she said.


  Kestrel reached for the bottle of liquor in shock, and took a quick swig.


  “I may logically be the only real suitable mate for you, that’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?” Moorin asked, taking the bottle from him. “You don’t get along so well with the elves or the human societies you mix in as you’ve told me, so why not pick another mixed race person?”


  She took a drink from the bottle, and Kestrel hastily turned and stirred the dinner pan, as the room darkened from the setting sun. Moorin’s face grew more mysterious and alluring as the light from the flames became the only illumination, and Kestrel wondered if she was truly speaking thoughts that his mind hadn’t brought to maturity yet. Her logic did make sense in a way, he decided.


  And she was here, with him and no one else, in this moment. They were friendly, and had been friendly along the course of this trip; they got along well together. And she was beautiful; so stunningly beautiful that he felt his breath immobilized inside his chest sometimes, his muscles unable to move as his brain could only tell his body to do one thing, gaze upon her profile when some new element of her beauty was revealed.


  He turned back to Moorin and stared at her, unable to believe that the conversation was taking place, then he leaned towards her, closed his eyes, and began to kiss her. She kissed him back for a long moment, then withdrew her lips from his. “Not so fast, Lord Kestrel,” she murmured. “I think you owe me a dinner before you persuade me to succumb to your charms.”


  Her kiss tasted just the way an elven maid’s kiss should taste, he thought to himself. There was a freshness like the scent of a forest in the morning, crisp and inviting. He thought of Margo, who he had longed for so long, who he had never kissed, and he wondered what she would taste like if their lips would ever meet. Should he even think about her at this moment, or should he just accept the magic that was taking place, throwing him together with this beautiful woman, as they both loosened their inhibitions under the influence of Philip’s bottle of liquor.


  And at that moment, he heard his horse whinny in terror in the barn.


  Puzzled, he pulled slightly away from Moorin and looked toward the doorway. “I’m going to go check on the horse. I’ll be right back,” he promised as he stood up.


  From the doorway he looked across the weeds in the abandoned barnyard, and saw an indistinct movement within the barn. He pulled his knife free, when he heard Moorin softly call, “Kestrel.”


  He returned to her. “Did you see anything?” she asked.


  “Something moved out in the barn. I’m going to go check on it,” he told her.


  “Be careful, Kestrel,” she warned him, then gave him a quick kiss on the lips.


  He smiled, then went back and crouched down in the doorway, examining the barnyard again. There was no sign of movement, and he began to stealthily slink across the yard, when a tremendous blow hit him in the left shoulder, knocking him to the ground and jarring away his knife that he had held in his left hand. He stumbled upward, and saw an arrow protruding from his shoulder, in a spot that had previously been protected by the great tattoo the goddess had given him.


  He heard a scuffling noise coming from the barn, and turned in time to see a man run at him, just before the man tackled him and knocked him to the ground. “What do we have here?” the man asked rhetorically.


  Three other men emerged from the barn, leading Kestrel’s horse. “There’s just the one horse,” one of the men said. “He must be traveling alone.”


  “Who are you? A deserter, like us?” the first man asked. The rain had stopped, but the murky clouds let no moonlight or starlight through, and Kestrel could see no clear details of the men’s faces.


  “What do you have in the house? Some food, I hope,” another man said. “I’ll go see what he’s got for us,” the deserter said to his companions as he started to step towards the farmhouse.


  Kestrel shook his head and raised it up to look at the man, trying desperately to find a way to prevent the men from finding and harming Moorin. As his mind raced ahead, he saw the walking man suddenly fall backwards, and then one of the other men on his right shouted and fell as well. Both men had arrows in their chests.


  “What the?” asked the man who was holding Kestrel. Kestrel swung his right elbow back sharply, driving his arm into the man’s midriff and knocking him down. Kestrel dove to the ground and wrapped his fingers around his knife, then flung it at the fourth man, the one who had been holding the horse’s lead, and was trying in a fit of panic to climb onto the animal and ride away to safety.


  Another arrow whizzed through the night air and struck the man Kestrel had elbowed. Moments later, Moorin was at his side, still holding his bow in one hand. “Are you okay Kestrel? Is the arrow the only injury you have?” she asked with concern as she knelt next to him.


  “I think it’s enough of an injury,” he said with a tight smile. “I don’t want any more, if it’s an option.


  “Who knew you were such a marksman?” he added as he lay back in her arms.


  “Who knew the man who is my hero and rescuer would be so prone to injuries!” she laughed. Kestrel winced at the comment. “Really Kestrel, when I first met you, you were injured, and I added to it. Now you’re injured again just a few days later. What am I going to do with you?”


  “Now that you’ve rescued me, you could help me get this arrow out after we get back into the house,” he answered as he gingerly rose. Moorin took his hand in hers as they went back through the doorway and settled down on the floor in front of the fire.


  “Here give me your knife,” Moorin commanded in a tone that brooked no refusal after she stripped his shirt off him. “Now, hold still,” she said as she firmly but gently tilted his body to provide the angle that placed the greatest amount of the fire’s illumination on Kestrel’s shoulder. “This will hurt,” she warned, then slipped his knife along the shaft of the arrow and gently wiggled the arrow as she tried to widen the opening in the flesh with a minimum of pain.


  “There,” she pulled the head of the arrow free from his arm as a muffled gasp escaped from his lips, then she held the arrow in front of him to show him his new trophy, “I believe this is yours now. Save it as a lucky arrow.”


  “What’s lucky about it? It hurts like the dickens,” he replied.


  “Here,” Moorin held the bottle of liquor to his lips, then tilted it up, causing him to hurriedly swallow the fluid that flowed into his mouth. “There – that’s lucky,” she answered. “And it didn’t strike you from the front; if it did, you’d be dead,” she added. “So that’s lucky.”


  “You know, it is,” he agreed, as the new infusion of the fiery liquor began to course through his blood. “You shot those arrows very well,” he repeated his earlier compliment. “Did you practice a lot in the North Forest?”


  Moorin put his knife down. She started to dip his shirt in a bucket of water in hopes of making it cleaner, then looked over at the pan of food by the fire, and raced over to the pan and used the shirt to pull the boiling stew away from the flames.


  “Once it cools, it might be okay,” she said doubtfully, poking a finger into a chunk of rabbit meat. With a sigh, she set the pan down.


  “Bring that other skin of water over here, please.” Kestrel asked, pointing with his right hand at the skin of healing water.


  “Yes, oh lord and master,” Moorin answered, clearly in exuberant spirits in the aftermath of the short, victorious battle she had waged against the army deserters.


  She came back and sat down behind Kestrel, then gently pulled him backward, so that his head rested in her lap, as she dribbled a few drops of the healing water on his shoulder.


  “What do we do now?” she asked as she put the water skin down on the floor.


  Kestrel closed his eyes. “We rest,” he replied. He thought of the feel of her lips, and the taste of her kiss, and he thought of Margo, and then Picco too, for some reason. And then, as the full influence of the liquor hit him, he began to breathe with the even gentle rhythm of someone who had fallen asleep.


  “This isn’t right,” Moorin murmured. “I saved your life, and I’m entitled to the spoils of my victory, and you choose to fall asleep on me, mighty warrior.” She carefully slid out from beneath his head, and spread one of the now dry blankets over him. Then she added more logs to the fire, pulled the pan of doubtful food over next to her, and sat back against the wall of the room with a blanket pulled up over herself.


  She picked out choice tidbits of mushrooms and rabbit meat to devour, while she watched the flames dance as she thought about the fact that it was the very evening that had been scheduled to be her wedding night, and that if her ship had not been pirated, she would be wearing an extravagant gown in the palace at Seafare, swearing her eternal love to a man she had never met.


  All things considered, she decided, she was strangely happier where she was with Kestrel than she would have been in the palace with the prince. And with that, she fell asleep.


  When Kestrel awoke in the morning, he was stiff from sleeping on the hard floor, and his shoulder hurt from the arrow wound. His head had a gentle throb, the result of the liquor he had drunk, though ameliorated by the healing water that had been sprinkled on him. He saw Moorin asleep against the wall, her head back and her lips ajar, with a tiny spot of moisture glistening at the corner of her mouth.


  Even in a state as unkempt and disheveled as she was in now, asleep in an abandoned farm after a battle with ruffians and days on horseback, she was still a remarkable beauty, with the structure of her high cheek bones and slender face cast in subtle shadows. And he was pleased with the quick fortitude she had shown in scrambling to join the fight in the barnyard, as well as her clear ability with a bow. He flexed his wounded shoulder, which was healing quickly through the arts of the healing spring water; if it was at all possible, he would take Moorin to the healing spring and let her soak in the water to feel the wonder of immersion in its glorious powers.


  He felt a pang of hunger, and looked over at the pan by Moorin. He quietly crawled over and pulled the pan back to his spot, then threw a pair of small logs into the bed of coals in the fireplace, and watched tendrils of smoke begin to rise. The remnants of the meal were not appetizing to look at, but Kestrel’s hunger led him to eat those charred bits that he would have otherwise turned his nose up at.


  The sun was rising, casting reddish rays of light that slanted through the doorway into their kitchen. The red light reminded him of Albanu, and the extraordinary moments he had experienced there when the goddess Robaske had lifted away from his chest the tattoo given by Kai, and the energy stored in it. It would be claiming too much credit to say that he had played a role in resurrecting a goddess, but he had certainly witnessed her return to involvement in the lives of her people. He hoped that the efforts by Allgain and Reasion to begin to win back their land from the Viathins was going well, and he hoped the two were finding their new bodies and new lives and new relationship to be joyous changes.


  He missed Reasion, and he always would, he suspected; her quiet and loyal friendship had been more important than he realized. And he missed Dewberry, especially when he knew she should be available for friendship as well as assistance. He would have to head towards Oaktown as quickly as possible after leaving Hydrotaz, in order to set affairs right with the apparently-senile king of the imps. And he hoped Moorin would accept that roundabout addition to their itinerary.


  The sun rose higher, and the rays of sunlight moved across the room as they grew orange, then yellow. The direct light reached Moorin, shining upon her torso, the top of the square of direct light hitting the exposed triangle of skin where Moorin’s shirt was unbuttoned at the top, and Kestrel saw the light sparkle of some object that lay there. She wore a necklace, he realized, a piece of jewelry that he hadn’t noticed before.


  And there was a smudge of dirt on her skin behind the sparkling jewel. The dirt reminded him of one of his original intentions in stopping at the farmhouse; he had hoped to find a bath tub or a water trough big enough to be a bath tub, so that he could heat buckets of hot water at the fire, then fill the tub to give Moorin a hot bath. After the days of cold, wet riding, it seemed like the best gift he could offer her.


  The square of sunlight was moving on, leaving Moorin as the sun shifted higher in the sky, and suddenly Kestrel’s eyes widened, and his head whipped around, for the sunlight in the room outlined the shadow of a man, standing in the doorway.


  Kestrel reached for his knife and then exploded upward, staring into the sunlight, but only seeing the outline of the man’s form with the sun behind him. Kestrel charged at the doorway and flew in a flying tackle at the man, seeking to knock him down and knock him away, but instead he flew unimpeded through the spot where the man had stood – he landed in the mud of the barnyard and rolled on his injured shoulder, then rose to his knees and looked around.


  Suddenly, there standing in front of him was the man he had seen, who he discovered was not a man. Growelf, human god of fire, rose over him, giving off heat as though he were burning with internal combustion. He emitted a sense of concern and pride and need as well, Kestrel sensed.


  “My lord,” Kestrel said, uncertain of why the god was visiting. “I am honored by your presence.”


  “You are,” Growelf said. “I have come to retrieve the boon I gave to you, Kestrel,” he said immediately. He reached down to Kestrel’s left ear, as the elfling knelt perfectly still, feeling the nearness of the god’s fiery heat on his cheek, and then there was a tug and a sting, and the fingers of the god moved back, revealing the ruby stone that had been on the end of the stud in Kestrel’s ear.


  “The energy within this must have served you well. I understand the sprites and imps are safely back, as are you,” Growelf said, and then pressed the ruby against his forehead, and to Kestrel’s amazement, the stone sank into the flesh of the god. There seemed to be a flicker in Growelf’s existence, and then everything was as it had been before, except that the god seemed slightly more tangible in some inexplicable, immeasurable manner.


  “The stone’s ability made the success of the journey possible, and not only did I bring the sprites and imps back, but we found a means to contribute to the defeat of the Viathins, both in our world and in the land we traveled through, Albanu,” Kestrel eagerly reported.


  He paused, then changed subjects. “My lord, the tokens and tools that the gods give, they carry a portion of the god’s own powers, is that correct?” he asked.


  “Not in all cases, but in your case, yes,” Growelf answered. “The gifts that Kai and I have given are endowed with our own energy. In her case, great quantities of her own energy. Since you are finished with the tool I provided, I have taken the energy back so that it is not wasted on a mortal.”


  “Would Kai want me to give her back the energy she has given me?” Kestrel asked.


  “She is a generous and loving goddess, and she holds you high in her favor. And she believes that you need all the assistance you can get on this perilous journey you are pursuing,” the god answered. “She would say no. If I were answering for her, I would say that she needs the energy, especially as her temples and followers have not been restored to reenergize her yet.”


  “The goddess of the distant land we visited, she lives no more because the Viathins destroyed so much of her cult,” Kestrel said hesitantly. “Could that happen here?” he asked carefully.


  “If it does, it will not be entirely your fault,” Growelf answered.


  Kestrel stopped, and knelt in silence, as he considered the possibility of the goddess of air no longer living. He imagined the winds blowing without inhibition, a world where there was no one to pray to for gentle winds. He felt a tear form in his eye.


  “Your companion is in the doorway, so I will leave you now. She would not be good for you to marry; she follows Krusima, the god of earth. You wouldn’t want to be tied down to tending a garden all your life with her, as she settles down to domestic peace at home, would you?” Growelf asked. “You’ll always want to go out and find some new adventure – you’re meant to be a person of constant movement and good fortune; that’s why your goddesses have decided to put so much faith in you,” the god surprised Kestrel by foretelling, and then he was gone, leaving Kestrel stunned and thinking.


  “Kestrel! Kestrel? What was that?” Moorin called loudly a moment after Growelf was clearly gone. She walked over and knelt next to him, placing her hands around his.


  “That was the human god, Growelf,” Kestrel answered.


  “Why was he here? Are you an acolyte of his? Did he have an assignment that he gave you?” she asked. “I’ve never been so close to a god before!” she exclaimed. “Sometimes the god Krusima speaks to me in my dreams. You wouldn’t believe what he promises me I’ll be able to do someday!”


  “Work in a garden?” Kestrel asked faintly.


  “Yes! Has he spoken to you too?” she squeezed his hands with joy.


  “No, but Growelf,” he paused, realizing what the god had said was not what he wanted to tell this girl.


  “But what?” Moorin prompted. She looked at Kestrel and seemed to realize there was something he didn’t want to say.


  “But what?” she repeated. “What did he say? Was it about me?” she guessed.


  “He said you would not be good for me to marry; that Krusima would keep you settled down in a home gardening all day, while Kai and Kere will keep me moving about seeking adventures,” Kestrel blurted out.


  Moorin threw back her head and laughed. “Kestrel! That’s priceless! Did you tell the god that you were going to propose to me? Is that why we’re down on our knees?”


  “Would you say yes if I did ask you to marry me?” Kestrel asked the question, without meaning to, without knowing why.


  The look on Moorin’s face changed. The color drained away, leaving her even paler than usual, her skin so porcelain white that Kestrel thought she looked like a marble statue. Her lips were slightly parted, and he could see the tip of her tongue slowly moving back and forth across the tops of her teeth. Her eyes though, were staring directly into his, probing his soul’s depth to an unnerving degree.


  “You don’t really mean that,” she said finally. “We met each other, what, ten days ago? You have a mean sense of humor,” she told him.


  Kestrel hung his head, and tried to understand what he had done, and why he had said it. He hadn’t exactly directly asked her to marry him, but he had certainly asked a leading question with a clear implication. And she hadn’t really answered him.


  But she was right – they had only known each other for a few days. She was extraordinarily beautiful, gorgeous to the point of distraction, as her mixed heritage blended the best of both races. She had a bright personality, and she wasn’t afraid to fight, clearly. If his life was a blank slate and he tried to write a description of a perfect bride for himself, she would have every attribute that Moorin had. Plus, the girl was a member of a noble family, had even been twice engaged to men of royal blood.


  Margo, Lucretia, Alicia, Merilla, Cheryl, and even Picco were all women, women of both races, who he thought of in the sense of a past or future romantic liaison. He’d never reached the point of thinking that he was ready to propose to any of them though.


  He looked up at Moorin again, and saw the concern in her eyes, and perhaps even some hidden evidence of pain. She had, he realized, been the victim of an unfaithful romance once already in her life, in the very recent past, and then been nearly thrown into a marriage with a man she’d never met.


  “If I had any idea of what was good for me, I’d propose right now,” Kestrel said, as his brain suddenly engaged his mouth. He had no idea what he was going to say.


  “You are everything a man could desire in a bride and a wife. But I don’t deserve you; Growelf is right – I am not a stable, settled person,” he said. “I can’t offer a real home right now, and I don’t know when I will be able to. If I thought I could give you the home you deserve, I would ask you right now.”


  Moorin looked at him, studying and evaluating him, making him nervous as their eyes locked. “Take off that ring, Kestrel, and let me see the real person you are,” she told him.


  He obliged her, and she stroked her fingers lightly along his cheek. “You look so nice,” she murmured.


  “Kestrel, that was one of the most confusing proposals I’ve ever heard, and remember, I’ve had my share,” she smiled in a self-deprecating way at her own misfortune. “And we are kneeling in the mud of a farmhouse. Here,” she stood up and held a hand down to help him up. “I’m going to make this interesting, because – by-the-leaf! – it hasn’t been interesting enough in the past few hours, has it? I’m going to accept your proposal to become engaged, but not yet to get married.


  “There is something between us, something deep-seated, I think. It’s more than a hunch, but I’m not sure what it is. And,” she added, “given the intimate nature of our time together, day after day in one another’s company, it would protect my reputation to some degree.


  “And I think that there was something more than that bottle of liquor behind that kiss we shared last night,” she wrapped up her brief soliloquy. “So unless you say otherwise, we are now officially engaged, and we’ll work out the surprises as they come, provided my father agrees, when the time comes that you may ask him for my hand,” she finished, completely in control of the situation, leaving Kestrel with his head spinning in surprise.


  Kestrel nodded his head in astonished agreement.


  “Well?” she asked.


  “Well what?” Kestrel responded, sure that he must be overlooking something obvious.


  “Aren’t you going to kiss your betrothed?” Moorin asked. She leaned in to him and kissed him chastely on the lips. “Now, what are your plans? Should we be packing to go?”


  Kestrel didn’t answer immediately, as he tried to collect his thoughts. “Actually, I was going to look for a bath tub, and offer you a hot bath this morning,” he finally remembered. “If not a bath tub, I thought I might find a trough or something large enough for you to soak in.”


  Moorin’s eyes widened in a look of genuine affectionate surprise. “You really are a sweet-hearted boy,” she told him. “A bath would be a wonderful luxury! And so much appreciated! I feel so dirty.”


  “I thought it would be worth spending a little extra time here for a bath. I didn’t see a tub in the house though. Let me go check the barn for a trough,” Kestrel proposed, and he walked away from her towards the barn.


  Deeper inside the barn, inside a large stall, he found a perfectly-sized trough, one that appeared sound enough to hold water. “Let me clean it out, and then you’ll have your own private bathhouse, in a stall,” he laughed.


  Back inside the house Kestrel threw the last of the wood on the fire, then filled the buckets and pan with water, and began the slow process of heating up enough water for the trough. An hour later and after several trips across the yard, Kestrel poured the last bucket of hot water into the horse trough, and stepped back to see Moorin watching him closely.


  “You’re very kind to be doing all of this for me, Kestrel,” she told him with a sudden smile on her face as she saw him watching her.


  “I’ll go pack up the things in the house. Shout if you need anything,” he told her, then stepped away from the stall and gave her privacy as he walked through the barnyard and discovered that the sun had come out from behind the clouds, shining brightly on the countryside. He spent the next several minutes dragging the bodies of the dead assailants from the previous night around the corner of the house, out of sight.


  With the sunshine and the cleaned up barnyard, Kestrel thought the farmstead looked homey and comfortable. It must have been a good place for some farmer’s family, he thought as he went into the house and started to roll up the blankets and dried items spread around the kitchen.


  He thought about Moorin as he entered the barn and led the horse out to graze in the pasture near the barn. He shook his head in amazement at the thought that somehow he found himself seemingly in a relationship with her. It didn’t make sense to him, and he tried to replay his memories of their conversation. They were engaged, or at least he thought they said they were engaged.


  It didn’t make any sense. But he knew that as much as he found it odd, incomprehensible, and foolish, he didn’t wish to undo it. Something inside him drove him to accept it and want it – both the oddly limited engagement and the promise of something more. He wondered if he could talk to Moorin about his confusion; would she understand, would she listen patiently, would she think he was trying to undo the commitment he had made to her in the barnyard?


  The horse grazed placidly in the sunshine, and a fresh breeze brought the smell of growing things. Kestrel took his bow and arrow off the horse’s back, and went afield a little way, then shot a pheasant that they could eat for their next meal as they rode through the countryside. He led the horse back to the house and set the pheasant pieces on spits in front of the fire, then re-entered the barn to tell Moorin it was time to go.


  “Come in here, Kestrel,” she called in reply, and he cautiously stepped into her stall. She still lay back in the trough, immersed in the water that he had carried in for her.


  “The water’s cooling off,” she said, “so it is about time to leave it. Would you scrub my back for me first?” she asked. “I couldn’t reach it,” she threw a sopping wet cloth at him that he hadn’t realized she had, then flipped herself over in the water.


  He knelt on the dusty straw by the tub, and reached into the water, letting his hand rub the cloth across the wide expanse on her back between her shoulders, moving in a circular motion down to the narrowness of her waist, and back up again.


  “That feels so good,” she sighed, as he kept his hand in motion.


  “Are we moving forward today?” she asked.


  “I have most of our things bundled up and ready,” he answered.


  “What about our hearts? Are they neatly bundled up too? Are they going to go forward?” she asked gently. “I don’t know what we were thinking in the barnyard.”


  “I’ve been out with the horse, wondering the same thing,” Kestrel said with relief.


  “What advice did the horse have?” she twisted her neck to look up over her shoulder at him.


  “The horse seemed to think the new shoots of grass were best,” he answered.


  “Horses are smart; new shoots are tastiest and tenderest. They’re also the easiest to uproot,” she agreed. “I’ve thought about how the things we said seem so improbable, but I find that I like the idea of being engaged to you,” Moorin told him.


  “I don’t know why I said some of the things I said last night, but I don’t want to take any of them back,” Kestrel agreed. “I don’t really know you, and I don’t exactly know what we agreed to, but Moorin, I think I’d like to try to get to know you better and find out if we have stumbled into something right for us or something crazy.”


  ‘Kestrel, you’re the third man I’ve become engaged to in the past three months,” Moorin said. “I don’t know how I managed to mismanage my life so badly. You may come to conclude there’s a reason I can’t establish a stable relationship,” she told him with a self-deprecating smile.


  “I think I’ll come to find the third time’s a charm,” Kestrel tried to cheer her up.


  “You’re so gallant! Now, much as I hate to say it, please stop rubbing my back, and go out so that I can get dressed, then we can be on our way to Hydrotaz and whatever you plan to accomplish there,” Moorin answered.


  Kestrel gave her neck a gentle, affectionate squeeze, then he rose and left the stall, and went out to the yard and started tying their belongings to the saddle, so that by the time Moorin arrived, her clothes clinging to her damp body, they were ready to depart.


  “My lady,” Kestrel said gallantly, offering a hand to help her up into the saddle, though he knew she needed no help.


  “Thank you, my lord,” she replied with a dazzling smile that cheered his heart, and with that exchange of pleasantries they resumed their journey. Kestrel angled their journey farther north, adding time to the trip, as the route took them farther from their destination, but also clearing their path around the armies and deserters near the battlefront. They entered Hydrotaz over an unmarked border, and then turned south, riding along the same road that Kestrel had ridden in part before, the road from Trace to the capital city.


  Five days after their engagement, they rode up to the gates of Hydrotaz, where guards were stationed. They had been discreet on their journey, staying in inns, but hiding their identities as much as possible, and keeping to themselves. Despite the affection they felt for each other, and the desire they each felt to better know and understand one another and their relationship, they spoke little during the journey, while they felt confused, embarrassed, and tired.


  Kestrel carried food up to their room each night, and spent only a little time in the bars and taverns, learning what situation they faced in the city. The news he learned was that Yulia’s hold on the throne was precarious, as factions in the nation jockeyed for power and wealth, and supporters of the former regime plotted within the capital.


  They arrived at Hydrotaz City in mid-morning of the day that began their third week together. Kestrel wore his ring on his right hand, giving him the look of a human, and Moorin rode behind him, wearing a hat pulled low over her ears, with her face pressed against Kestrel’s back.


  “What is your purpose for entering the city?” A guard at the city gate asked after they waited in line to approach the entry.


  “I come as a friend who wishes to visit Greysen and Ferris of the palace guard,” Kestrel announced. “I’m an old acquaintance of theirs.”


  “Do you have proof?” the guard asked.


  “No,” Kestrel replied simply.


  “Where will you be staying?” the other guard asked.


  “I don’t know the city to know the options. Where would you recommend?” Kestrel countered.


  “Stay at the Golden Seat, on the main square. And bring back a note tomorrow from Greysen or Ferris confirming that they know you, or you’ll have to leave the city,” the first guard decided after a momentary glance at the figure of Moorin, hiding behind Kestrel.


  “We won’t tell your wife about your girlfriend!” the second guard joked in a friendly manner, believing he understood why Moorin was so circumspect.


  “My fiancée has no idea what all I do,” Kestrel laughed along, and the horse moved on into the city.


  “Ow!” Kestrel grunted moments later, as Moorin softly punched his kidney.


  “Perhaps your fiancée knows all too well what you’re about,” she said in his ear, making Kestrel remember that she had broken off one engagement because of an unfaithful husband-to-be.


  “I apologize,” Kestrel said simply, both annoyed that she would take offense at an obvious effort to go along with the guard, as well as sorry that she felt so vulnerable. But she was in a precarious situation he realized, with no friends at all within hundreds of miles other than him, the man she was so dependent on.


  They arrived at the Golden Seat, a luxurious hotel, on the main city square, within fifteen minutes. Kestrel rode around to the stables and left the horse there as he carried their goods in on one shoulder, and squeezed Moorin tightly against his other shoulder. He used coins from his stash of gold that Philip had given him, and reserved a room for the evening, then delighted Moorin by asking that a tub of hot water be delivered for his lady’s bath. The pair of them went into the dining room and isolated themselves in a corner to eat while the staff carried the tub and hot water to their room.


  “Do you think you’ll be able to see your friends?” Moorin asked him as they ate a simple meal.


  “I don’t have any choice,” he answered. “I have to see them to get into the palace to see Yulia; it’s a drop of her blood I need to complete the powers of this water that can ward away the influence of the Viathins,” he answered. “And it sounds like the Viathins still have those in the city they can cast their influence over.”


  “Will you be safe?” Moorin asked. “Can I do anything to help you? I’m good with a bow,” she reminded Kestrel of her efforts in the brief barnyard battle at the abandoned farmhouse.


  “Your room is ready and the tub has been filled,” a servant came from the front desk to inform them.


  They walked upstairs together. “I will try to go on my own today, and if it doesn’t work, we’ll both go tomorrow,” he answered after pondering what to do. “In the meantime,” he said as they opened their room door and felt the steamy moisture rising from the bath tub to fill the air in their room, “I think I know what you might want to do instead.”


  Moorin pulled the hat off her head at last, then threw it on their bed and ran her fingers through her hair as she massaged her scalp. “How I dislike wearing that!” she exclaimed. “I’ll be so glad when we get someplace I don’t have to hide who I am any longer!”


  She pulled her blouse up over her head, and gave a sigh of relief, then looked back at Kestrel as she prepared to toss it to the floor, and her eyes widened in surprise. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking; I’ve grown so used to being with you I didn’t mean to do that,” she said as she stood in the thin half shirt she wore underneath.


  Kestrel stared at her figure for a moment longer, then tore his eyes away, and looked around the room. They’d been carefully proper throughout their journey, perhaps even more so since their words of engagement, but Kestrel had felt her body pressed against his back as they had ridden their horse across the wide plains, and he was acutely aware of the enticing contours of her body.


  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have stared,” he replied. He walked to the door and pulled it open. “I’ll just go to the palace now and try my luck,” he told her, then pulled the door closed behind himself and quickly padded down the stairs, carrying his staff, with his knife on his hip, as he prepared to begin to adjust to being around a hostile human population again.


  He took a deep breath before he opened the door of the inn and stepped out into the street. He needed to think like a spy again, at least in part, to make sure he kept himself safe, and kept Moorin safe in the hostile city. He needed to act and look as innocuously human as possible. He followed the directions from the desk and crossed the square to follow a wide boulevard towards the waterfront. Hydrotaz was a smaller city than Graylee, and less luxurious, with more buildings constructed of brick or stucco, and few made of marble. Some buildings were randomly demolished, hit by some catastrophe that had left them as shattered hulks or mounds of rubble.


  He paused just as the palace gates came into sight, and then stopped. He was standing in front of a large building that had formerly been one of the few built of marble; a once imposing edifice was half knocked apart, standing in front of rubble that had fallen to the ground inside a large, hollow interior space. From the defaced statute that stood at the entrance, Kestrel could tell that the forlorn structure had once been the temple to Kai.


  “If you stand here looking too long, someone will pay attention,” a voice spoke anonymously behind him. Kestrel looked to see who had given him the advice to move along, but no one stood out in the moving stream of passersby. Kestrel turned in the other direction, and started walking again, heading towards the palace, as he thought about the ruined temple, and the weakness that Kai suffered from. He had pondered whether he could try to return her energy to her, and had hoped to find a priest from her temple he could talk to; but clearly there was no opportunity for such a conversation.


  As he approached the front of the palace, Kestrel could see unusually heavy numbers of guards assigned to the gate, and apparent gangs of idle men who stood closely clustered together at various locations around the plaza that faced the gate. Kestrel suspected they were not friendly groups, and he gathered an impression of a palace under siege inside its own capital.


  He paused in the middle of the plaza, as he deliberated whether it was wise to go up to the gate or to try to find some other way to seek out his acquaintances. There was no other way that he knew of; even back in his spy training days, when Silvan had required him to learn so much, when he had learned of Castona in Estone as a safe contact in that human city, there was no such safe contact for an elf in Hydrotaz; the city and the nation were too violently opposed to the elven race for the elves to find human friends there.


  As such, he reasoned, he would have to risk the gate, so he strode forth and addressed the guards who watched him approach. “I would request an audience with Ferris or Greysen, if they serve here at the palace in the service of the Princess,” he stated.


  “The father and son?” one guard asked after looking Kestrel up and down. “For what purpose?”


  “Just to say hello and renew the acquaintance,” Kestrel answered.


  “You’ve got an accent; where are you from? How’d you meet them?” another guard wanted to know.


  “I’m from Estone, and I met them up in northern Hydrotaz last fall, when the princess had just returned,” Kestrel answered carefully, trying to make sure his answers were suitable. “I’m a trader from Estone,” he added.


  “A trader from Estone?” a third guard repeated in wonder. “I’ve never met anyone from Estone.”


  “Well, since it’s such a new experience for you, why don’t you go to the royal guard’s armory and see if Ferris or Greysen are there,” the first guard directed the third. “What name should he say is here?”


  “Kestrel – tell them Kestrel has returned,” he answered.


  “You stand right over there, where I can see you,” the guard said, pointing towards the outside of the wall to his right. Kestrel obligingly walked over and leaned against an unclaimed portion of the palace wall, where he settled in to wait patiently, keeping his eyes and ears open as he closely scrutinized everything he could in the vicinity. The tense atmosphere worried him, as the various elements on the square indicated a dangerous situation that could turn violent at any moment, and he began to wonder if he should simply give up on doing anything in Hydrotaz. His simplest goal was to find a drop of blood from a royal female, and he could go to Center Trunk for that if he had to. He wouldn’t achieve as much in the immediate, wider fight against the influence of the Viathins if he settled for security in the Eastern Forest instead of Hydrotaz, but he and Moorin would be safer.


  “Kestrel?” he heard his name called, as one of the guards at the gate looked at him. He walked over to the guard expectantly.


  “You’ve been summoned by Greysen to enter the palace and meet him. This is your escort,” the guard pointed to a pair of guards in a different uniform, a dark gray outfit with blue striping, who waited inside the palace grounds. Kestrel bumped past the security in the crowded gateway to reach his escort, who promptly turned and entered a doorway in a building behind them.


  “Who are we going to see?” Kestrel asked. “Greysen or Ferris?”


  “Greysen sent us to bring you in,” one of the guards replied. Kestrel realized that both the guards were young, not much older than Greysen himself was. They passed through a slightly shabby palace structure that clearly had suffered from a lack of upkeep, as Kestrel observed that the formerly regal building that had been misused – there were marks on the walls, empty candle scones, places where large swathes of gold leaf had been pulled off the beams in the ceiling.


  The two silent guards exited the building and crossed a yard, then came to a plain brick building with large windows, through which Kestrel saw several men practicing their sword work and weapons. “Greysen is in charge of the armory,” one of the guards told him as they entered. “His office is back there,” he pointed to the end of the building, where Kestrel saw a figure waving from a doorway.


  Kestrel walked down a passage between the practice pads, and immediately recognized Greysen, grown more muscular and angular since they had last met. “Kestrel!” the boy shouted as they got close, and then they hugged in a happy reunion. Greysen held him at arm’s length and looked closely at him. “I recognize you, but it’s a little different this time,” he said. “Come in,” he motioned to the office door behind him, and shut the door when they were inside.


  “Kestrel! It’s so good to see you! Where have you been? Is everything okay?” the boy asked as they sat down.


  “I have been in many places,” Kestrel answered. “I just came from Graylee.”


  “Graylee? How did you get here from there? I hear the armies are building up on the border,” Greysen interrupted.


  “It took a detour pretty far north to find a way around trouble,” Kestrel told him. “I saw Philip; he’s still in the city fighting against the prince.”


  “Princess Yulia would be glad to hear that,” Greysen told him. “Although she’s so hard to predict these past few weeks, I’m sure any word of Philip would please her.”


  “Is she having problems?” Kestrel asked.


  “She changed a few weeks ago, at the same time my father did, and now they both seem unpredictable and angry all the time. I don’t see much of either one of them,” he said.


  “I need to see her,” Kestrel replied. “I’ve learned a lot about the problems from Uniontown, and how to fight them.”


  “You know, I think she likes Uniontown now, but she still wants to go to war with Uniontown’s ally, Graylee,” Greysen told him. “I don’t know why she’d like Uniontown for that matter!”


  Kestrel felt a chill come over him, a premonition of trouble. “Are there any of the monster lizards here in the city?” he asked.


  “Yes. The palace has a swimming pool that is kept warm all winter, and when we took over the palace, we found some of those monsters in there. We just let them stay there as something to look at,” Greysen answered, confirming Kestrel’s fear.


  “Greysen, those monster have the ability to control people; they can make them do evil things. That’s how Uniontown spreads its power is through the lizards, the Viathins they’re called,” he explained. “We need to go kill the monsters.”


  “They control people?” Greysen asked skeptically.


  “I don’t understand how they do it, but they can make people obey their wishes,” Kestrel reiterated. “We need to kill them, and any others that might be in the city, for one thing, and then we need to give everyone something to make them immune to the influence of the Viathins,” Kestrel told his young friend.


  “I can show you where the monster lizards in the palace are, and I don’t care if you kill them, but this seems hard to believe,” Greysen said.


  “Did it seem hard to believe that I was an elf coming to rescue you from the yellow palace? Did it seem hard to believe that we could turn invisible? Did it seem hard to believe that a drink of special water could heal wounds?” Kestrel asked rhetorically. “These are strange times, Greysen, and many strange things are happening around us.”


  The boy considered Kestrel’s points. “You’re right – it all seems like something that can’t happen. But a couple of years ago I wouldn’t have thought that my country would face an invasion, then a rebellion, and now another invasion,” he decided. “I will trust you Kestrel. Let’s go see where the lizards are,” he stood up, and led Kestrel out of the office and armory.


  “The pool is next to the garden,” Greysen explained as he led Kestrel through the main palace building to a garden on the other side. “There,” he pointed to a building with many windows along the walls, and a small brick chamber on one end that had a tall chimney from which a steady plume of smoke gently rose.


  As they approached the building, a pair of guards suddenly stepped forward. “The pool is closed,” one of them spoke, as the other placed his hand in his sword.


  “Thank you,” Kestrel responded, as he grabbed Greysen’s shoulder.


  “We were just passing through,” Greysen agreed, and they turned to quickly leave the garden.


  “That’s the first time that’s ever happened,” Greysen said. Kestrel said nothing, but worried about the coincidence of the Viathins being protected just when he arrived, just after Yulia had possibly been placed under their influence.


  “I’ll leave you now,” Kestrel told Greysen. “But I’ll come back tomorrow. In the meantime, could you test your father for me, and Yulia too if you see her? Ask them if they’d like to see me again; I’d like to know their reaction. Don’t tell them you’ve seen me; just check on whether I’d be welcome.”


  “Surely the princess would remember that you saved her life, and that you went away to make life easier for her. I’m sure she’ll say she misses you,” Greysen said in a tone that reflected some uncertainty about his assertion.


  “I’ll check in with you tomorrow,” Kestrel said as they walked towards the gate. They shook hands and then he was out of the palace, and on his way back to the inn. As he entered the main square, he noticed a surly-looking knot of men standing not too far from The Golden Seat, watching the inn as they spoke among themselves. Their appearance triggered a sense of concern in Kestrel, and he altered his course to circle around the plaza and walk closely past them, listening to the words that passed among the members.


  “You’re sure there’s an elf in there?” he heard one man ask another, and he felt his heart skip a beat as he kept on walking by.


  As soon as he was inside the door of the inn he climbed the stairs two at a time and burst through the door of the room he had planned to share with Moorin, then stopped. She stood next to the bath tub, a towel wrapped around her hair, as she reached for another towel, not another stitch of covering on her body. Kestrel swallowed hard, his mission and anxiety not forgotten, but suddenly in conflict with his reaction to seeing Moorin unclothed, her body shimmering with moisture.


  After a moment’s hesitation, Moorin, wrapped the towel she sought around her torso. “Well, Kestrel?” she asked.


  “Moorin – Moorin!” Kestrel shut the door behind him. “I think we need to sneak out of here; there were men in the square talking about an elf staying in the inn. Get dressed quickly,” he told her as he went to the window and opened the curtains.


  “Oh, Kestrel,” she wept the words. “Why are they so hateful?”


  “It’s both the Viathins and the way of the country and how they see elves – we’re the enemy,” he said. He averted his eyes as he saw her drop the towel and start to pull on clothes. “You get dressed, and I’ll go get our horse from the stables. I’ll ride beneath the window, and you can jump out. We’ll leave the city immediately,” he assured her.


  He walked back to the door, lingering for a moment more as Moorin pulled on her clothes, then he opened the door and started towards the stables. As he reached the top of the staircase there was a sudden increase in noise from downstairs, and he saw the members of the mob starting to enter the lobby, heading towards the registration table. With a swift turn, Kestrel headed back to the room, where Moorin was pushing their belongings together into their pack.


  “They’re inside already. Let’s go,” Kestrel said tersely, running to the window and lifting the sash. “I’ll go first,” he told her as he crouched on the window sill. They heard the sound of boots on the staircase, and looked at each other, then Moorin rushed over to the window.


  Kestrel leapt, and landed solidly. He turned and looked up where he saw Moorin with one leg already out the window as he heard the sound of crashing timber, and then she was falling towards him. He caught her in his arms, and fell to the ground, cushioning her relatively light, partially-elven frame from impact with the alley paving stones. Hand in hand, they sprang up together and started running, followed by shouts from the angry men who hung out of the window.


  Kestrel bolted down the alley with Moorin just a half step behind him, following his lead, then swerved out into the square. They were both running with the speed of their elven heritage, buzzing past startled groups of bystanders in the late afternoon as they sought to distance themselves from the angry men who chased them. Once across the square they turned and fled along a road lined with shops, then cut through another alley, then entered a dim interior courtyard of a shabby housing tenement, where Kestrel led them into a basement stairwell. They crouched down and panted heavily to catch their breath, momentarily free of pursuit.


  “We’re safe,” Kestrel said, as he failed to hear any sound from followers.


  “For the moment,” Moorin said, looking at him. “How do we get out of here, and where do we go?”


  “Moorin, my lady, I am so sorry for getting you into this mess,” Kestrel said, staring intently into her eyes. “I shouldn’t have brought you here; I should have thought about how dangerous this might be. We are going to have to do something differently now.


  “My first goal is to keep you safe,” he told her, taking both her hands in his. “We’ll leave Hydrotaz as quickly as possible, and we’ll run to the Eastern Forest, where I can take you to my home,” he thought about the manor house in Oaktown. It was technically his home, a gift from the king, thought Kestrel could hardly bring himself to call it home when he’d only spent a few brief nights there as a visitor. Nonetheless, it would be something closer to the type of lodging that Moorin was due, and it would be in a much friendlier environment.


  “Do you feel ready to stretch out your legs?” he asked.


  “What about the horse?” Moorin said.


  “I’d like to take him, but we can’t go back to that inn,” Kestrel said decisively. “We’ve got elven legs, don’t we?”


  “I assume you do, and you certainly had a chance to see my legs to judge for yourself,” Moorin answered with a smile, the first sign Kestrel had seen that she was recovering from the shock of their hasty retreat. “Did they look like elven legs to you?”


  “They looked like beautiful legs, yet I really didn’t pay them the attention they deserve, with all the other distractions of the moment,” he grinned at her, and let his hand run up and down her hip and waist for a moment.


  She rose up and kissed him soundly.


  “We’ll wait here until sundown if we can,” Kestrel decided. “Then we’ll find a way out of the city.” They settled in to their spot, taking turns trying to rest while keeping watch.


  “How far is it to the Eastern Forest?” Moorin asked when the shadows started to stretch out across the courtyard, as the sun began to drop towards the horizon.


  “I think we can get there in two days,” Kestrel answered. “We can run all night, and then rest during the days.”


  “And then I can take off this stupid hat!” Moorin said emphatically.


  “Yes, then you can take off the hat,” Kestrel agreed, even as he wondered whether the two of them would ironically face the anti-human prejudices he knew existed among the Eastern elves. They wouldn’t once they reached his manor, he felt comfortable in knowing that there would be that island of civility for Moorin, though it struck him as unbelievable to think that he was the lord of a manor.


  Moorin lazily stroked her hand along his back as they sat silently, until the last traces of sunlight began to fade from the sky and the stars overhead came into view. “Let’s go up to the rooftop,” Kestrel suggested. “We can leap from roof to roof and not be seen until we get to the city walls,” he proposed.


  “Have you done this before? That’s a brilliant idea!” Moorin praised him. “I never would have thought of that – or is it something you’ve had to do to reach all those girls your sprite friend mentioned?”


  Kestrel laughed at the notion. “No, it has nothing to do with girls. I’m just trying to find the way we can move around unseen in the city,” he answered, rising from the sunken stairwell to lead the way into the building above them. They climbed a staircase that gave them access to the roof top, and they stopped to stare at the dim red glow of the sunset on the western horizon.


  “We’ll go this way, east,” Kestrel motioned in the opposite direction.


  “And someday, we’ll go north, won’t we? Someday soon, you’ll go north with me, and you’ll ask my father for my hand in marriage?” Moorin asked.


  “Someday,” Kestrel agreed cautiously. “I don’t know when, but someday as soon as possible,” whenever the other duties and responsibilities and needs allowed them to, he told himself.


  With that, they began jogging across rooftops, leaping above alleyways with ease, occasionally running to jump across wider streets, or rerouting themselves with detours to get around the streets that were too great in width to hurdle.


  After a half hour, they reached the last set of buildings that faced the eastern wall of the city. A road on the interior side of the wall separated them from their leap onto narrow walkway atop the wall. A pair of guards was patrolling along the wall top, and Kestrel crouched down to avoid detection.


  “As soon as they pass, we can make the leap,” he turned to tell Moorin, then found to his shock that she was nowhere in sight.


  “Moorin!” he whispered loudly, looking around at the flat rooftop. There were two chimneys, and the raised hatch that provided roof access from the interior of the building, but he didn’t see his companion anywhere.


  He ran in a crouching posture back to the far side of the building, looking to see if Moorin had gone backwards for some reason, perhaps to pick up some dropped item, but as he looked across the alley way, a squad of soldiers suddenly rose up from behind the parapet of the building, and pointed their bows at him. At the same moment, the hatch on his roof exploded upward, and another squad of Hydrotaz soldiers boiled upward.


  Stunned, Kestrel stood still, frozen in indecision. He had to escape, but he couldn’t leave Moorin behind. He had to find and rescue her, but he had no idea where she was, or why she had left him.


  He looked at the soldiers on the far roof, and saw their arms suddenly pull back in unison. Knowing that they were about to release their volley of arrows, he ducked down and laid flat on the roof, as the deadly wooden shafts immediately passed above him, and struck the other squad that was coming to seize him. Confusion erupted among his adversaries, and he rose to his feet and sprinted straight ahead, leaping to the top of the roof of the next house to the left. He crossed that roof and leaped up to the taller roof of the next building over, then pulled himself up and continued across to the next roof. He turned back towards the center of town, losing the shouts of the soldiers behind him as they failed to keep up.


  Five minutes later, finally feeling temporarily safe in a different quarter of the city, Kestrel sat back against a chimney to catch his breath, while he tried to understand what had happened. Moorin had disappeared, and he had no idea how, why, or where. He hadn’t heard or seen anything to offer a clue, which seemed impossible.


  And somehow the Hydrotaz guard had followed them across the city and trapped him on a roof top. That too seemed impossible.


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 17 – Revelation in Hydrotaz


  


  “Oh Kai, what should I do?” he asked quietly, stymied and distraught.


  Come to my house, Kestrel, a voice whispered in the air. Return what was lent, and learn what is false.


  Kestrel looked around at the empty rooftop. There was no one present, no indication that he had any company. But the voice had been real, and recognizable. It had been the goddess, speaking to him.


  “Return what was lent; learn what is false,” Kestrel muttered the words to himself. They were the muddled, amorphous words of divine prophecy, and he wasn’t sure what they meant. But he had faith in his goddess, who had done so much for him, expected so much from him, and even in her reduced state still spoke to him. He stood, and began his journey across the roof tops, heading back towards the center of town.


  When he reached the main square of the city, he knew he had to return to street level. The boulevards that led to the square created canyons that gaped too widely for him to vault across, so he carefully descended the stairs of the building, and cautiously crept to the main doorway. From there he stared out across the expanse of the square, at the strollers and gawkers who chatted as they walked. It seemed peaceful enough that he should be able to just step out and casually walk across the open expanse of cobblestones unnoticed and unmolested; but he reminded himself of the inexplicable appearance of the soldiers on the rooftop, and he hesitated to emerge from cover.


  He was going to the ruins of Kai’s temple. He hoped that within the broken shell of the building the goddess would have more power, more energy to receive him, aid him, and comfort him. He had speculated about returning to the goddess the gifts she had given him, and he was ready to do so now, especially if the restoration of her power would allow her to lead him to rescue Moorin, and to get the two of them safely out of Hydrotaz.


  He took a deep breath, then stepped out into the cooling spring evening, and started to calmly walk among the other inhabitants of the square. To his left he saw the Golden Seat, looking serene and untouched by violence. As he approached the far side of square, nearing the entrance to the road that led to Kia’s temple and the palace, he heard a faint sound, one that he recognized, and he sprang to his right, diving towards the hard pavement as he heard an iron-tipped arrow strike the plaza. He saw sparks fly from the impact, and then the arrow skidded past him atop the stony surface.


  With a grunt, Kestrel pressed himself up and forward, shooting from the cobblestones like a sprinter leaving the blocks, and he began to bolt down the street in front of him. There were shouts from the plaza, and he heard the thunder of many pairs of boots start racing after him.


  A man walking towards him on the street suddenly fell, an unintended victim of the hunt for Kestrel, with a misguided arrow in his chest, and Kestrel crouched down low to try to minimize the amount of target area he offered. He dodged to one side of the street, circled behind a donkey cart, then moved to the other side of the roadway as he continued his flight in the dim street.


  The broken stones of the temple to Kai appeared on his right. As he continued to sprint forward, Kestrel waited until he reached the temple, then suddenly sprang up among the rubble, hopped into a partially exposed room, then scampered out of view of the street as he entered a still-intact interior hallway.


  He was breathing heavily, and unable to see any details of the space around him as he stopped and leaned against a wall.


  Come to the sanctum, Kai whispered, her voice louder than before.


  Kestrel looked around, and saw a faint spark down the hallway to his right. With one last deep breath, he pushed away from the smooth surface of the wall and began to walk towards the light. When he cut the distance in half, the light began to move. And as he continued to follow, he began to hear sounds, making him realize that his pursuers had entered the ruined temple as well, and were beginning their search for him.


  The light disappeared around a corner, and as he followed, the light turned another corner, then descended a narrow, steep set of stairs. At the bottom of the stairs the light suddenly vanished, and Kestrel realized that he could see faint flickers of light being cast by burning torches amidst the ruins.


  “Help me, Kestrel,” he froze in shock, as he heard Moorin’s voice faintly call. He stepped to the doorway and stood there, staring out, transfixed and anguished at the sight unveiled for him.


  Moorin was tied to a large stake, one that stood high, holding her upright above a large squad of soldiers who were gathered together in the middle of the clear, undisturbed portion of the sanctum in the middle of the temple building. Moorin was naked, and her body showed bruises and bloody welts, signs of terrible abuse.


  “You can come surrender peacefully, or you can continue to skulk and hide,” a large, beetle-browed officer said as he stepped out in front of the soldiers. “If you surrender, she will die a quick and merciful death. If you don’t, we will play with her until her screams haunt this ruin forever, and we will still find you and capture you so that we can do the same to you.”


  “Kestrel, please,” Moorin tried to plead, but couldn’t finish her sentence.


  Kestrel felt the tears start to fall from his own eyes. He edged into the open space, and began to circle cautiously towards his left.


  “Don’t play like a child,” the officer said. “Come straight to me. There are no games to be played now.”


  Kestrel continued to move cautiously to his left, and saw that a pair of guards detached from the rest of the gathered soldiers, and began to move to cut off his path. He stopped as he reached a large cut block of stone, the altar that was wrapped in carved likenesses of Kai, with waving approximations of wind blowing and storms wreaking damage.


  “She’s not like that. She nurtures more than destroys,” Kestrel said softly as he looked at the mischaracterization of his goddess. He laid his staff upon the altar, and then took his knife off his hip and placed it there as well. Finally, he removed his ring, and the guards who could see him clearly gasped as his appearance changed, and he resumed his own partially-elven visage.


  “I give these back to you Kai, my goddess. I thank you for the use of these gifts and your powers. Please help me to do what is best for Moorin,” he prayed, then closed his eyes and bowed his head.


  After a moment of silence, the officer spoke. “What a touching tableau; an offering of no value to a goddess with no power,” he mockingly said.


  And at that moment, a great bolt of lightning fell from the sky overhead and struck the officer dead. The items that Kestrel had placed on the altar began to glow, growing brighter and brighter, until they were difficult to distinguish in the glare of the brilliant illumination they cast in all directions. The brilliance began to rise above the objects, and floated up to a spot several feet above the altar, as all eyes stared in astonishment, some in fear, Kestrel’s with hope.


  The light changed from a globe to a cylinder and then suddenly took on the shape of a woman, and Kestrel knew that Kai had come back.


  “Kestrel, your service and your sacrifice are noteworthy, and are commendable from your goddess. Those soldiers in this temple who wish to remain alive, and wish to return to my good graces, shall pledge their loyalty to you, as my chosen champion,” Kai spoke in a thunderous voice.


  “One thing you need not sacrifice is your beloved,” Kai said. The goddess raised her arm and pointed at Moorin. The ropes that held the girl tied to the post burst apart, and Moorin slid down to the ground, landing on her feet.


  “This is not your beloved. It is an imposter, and has been since the day you first took her under your protection. Behold the true face of your enemy,” Kai pointed her finger again, and a brilliant light illuminated Moorin.


  Kestrel watched in astonishment as Moorin suddenly began to violently shiver and shake, before her face and body began an incomprehensible metamorphosis. The skin grew darker and scaly, while the hair shriveled away. The face became a snout and beady eyes, while the legs shortened and the body lengthened. Within moments Kestrel was looking at the same creature he had seen in the cave on Albanu, the same type of monster that had impersonated Moorin in that distant land.


  “Do you like what you see?” the creature asked mockingly.


  “What are you?” Kestrel asked in astonishment, anger, and fear, as the guards who stood around the scene scrambled away in shock. Kestrel picked up his staff from the altar and advanced slowly towards the monster.


  “I am the next stage of the Viathin race. I am what we all seek to become. As we draw more energy away from your people and your lands and your gods, we are changing and growing to this form. And in this form, once we are done raping your land, we will move through the portals to our next appointment,” the monster said. He stepped toward Kestrel, then stooped and picked up the sword of the dead officer.


  “You may have surprised and beaten one of us, but I am ready for you, I am stronger, and you no longer possess the powers of your dwindling goddess,” the Viathin motioned towards where Kai hung in the air above the sanctum, noticeably smaller in size and dimmer in brightness. “Come let me take the rest of your energy, and save it for when the day comes that I can ravish the real Moorin in your name.”


  The monster momentarily flickered its appearance to shapeshift into Kestrel’s own visage, then returned to its own appearance, and laughed a hearty laugh.


  And with that, Kestrel charged at the monster and began the battle.


  Kestrel swung his staff low, trying to knock the feet out from underneath the Viathin.


  The monster leapt over the moving attack and swung its sword at Kestrel’s chest, forcing the elf to flip himself backwards to avoid being cut. Kestrel responded by poking the staff at the Viathin’s midriff, then raised the end of his staff to block another swift swipe of the sword.


  The Viathin’s stroke was hard, intended to kill, and it struck the staff with such violence that Kestrel felt the wood start to splinter. He hastily pulled his staff back, then stood in a defensive crouch. The monster laughed, and swung a backhanded attack full of force; Kestrel blocked it too, but his staff broke in two from the stress, and suddenly Kestrel held a shortened piece of timber in each hand.


  When the monster attacked with its sword again, Kestrel surprised it by jumping straight upwards, using his elven strength and light body build to vault over the Viathin and come down behind it, and as he did, Kestrel stabbed the jagged end of his broken staff into the neck of the creature, then twisted savagely as he pressed hard against the flesh. He tore open a vein, and black, oily blood oozed out and down the shoulder of the Viathin as the monster silently collapsed to the ground, and an insubstantial beam of light briefly moved from the body towards Kai.


  Kestrel shook his hand violently, as he felt his flesh burning with pain from scattered drops of the Viathin blood that had landed upon him. At the same time the goddess Kai suddenly flared into a renewed brightness.


  “All of you,” Kestrel said, looking out at the score of soldiers who had watched the horrifying chain of events, “Bow down to Kai, and worship her as your goddess,” he commanded.


  As one, the soldiers all fell to their knees, and so did Kestrel.


  “Goddess mother, thank you,” Kestrel began to cry. “I’m so sorry to have been a fool, a gullible fool.”


  “You’re no fool, Kestrel. You’re a great champion. You’ve been my champion in battles in Estone and Graylee and now here in Hydrotaz. You’ve been Kere’s champion in Center Trunk, and you’ve been the champion of Robaske, in Albanu. There is greatness within you, Kestrel, and we give you thanks for the loyalty you have given us,” the goddess spoke as she floated still above the sanctum.


  “These soldiers are now your humans, and as long as they remain loyal to you, their souls will remain free from the influence of the Viathins,” Kai pronounced. “Is there any soldier here who will not be a warrior for Kestrel, who will not help him fight the Viathins in order to preserve humanity? If so, let him leave at once.”


  No one moved, and all eyes were on Kestrel.


  “Goddess, what should I do?” Kestrel asked plaintively.


  “You know what to do,” Kai said in an almost dismissive tone. “Now, go out into the city and begin to restore our people to freedom from the evil that controls them.” And with that, the bright figure flared into an unbearable luminescence, and then disappeared.


  “By the power of the gods, that was astounding!” Kestrel heard a voice exclaim, and he turned to see a sergeant standing in front of the squad of soldiers in the temple. “The goddess is alive, and she named you as her champion! Who would have imagined that? And you’ve fought for her before, her and other gods? An elf? An elf fighting for humans?!”


  “Part elf, part human,” Kestrel absent-mindedly corrected the sergeant, still thinking about his instructions from Kai, even as he thought about the false Moorin he had known. He thought he knew what to do, but his plan seemed so preposterous that he hesitated to even consider how to engage in it. “I’ve fought more battles than I ever knew were possible.


  “What’s your name, and where were you stationed?” Kestrel asked, as he turned and walked back up to the altar. His ring and knife were still there, no longer carrying the magical powers that Kai had instilled in them, but precious to Kestrel nonetheless. He picked them up and carried them back as he listened to the sergeant answer.


  “Mitchell,” the leader of the squad answered. “Sergeant Mitchell of the Palace Guard.”


  “Here, help me get this uniform off this man,” Kestrel said, as he stooped to begin undressing the dead officer. Kestrel changed into the dead man’s clothes as he began to explain his plan to the squad of men who respectfully circled around him. Minutes later they all trooped out of the remnants of the temple, leaving the dead officer and the dead Viathin lying on the floor of the sanctum, their bodies growing cold and stiff.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 18 – Yulia’s Cure


  


  Kestrel and his squad circled around the palace to the gate by the stables, where Mitchell recommended they would have their easiest means of entering the palace. Boldness and surprise, Kestrel had decided, were the best way to handle the situation at hand, and the sooner he could act, the better the chances were that the Viathins would not be prepared to react to his victory over their champion.


  Mitchell led the squad into the palace grounds, while Kestrel mixed in among the guard members, hiding his now visible elven features. The squad split into four smaller, discrete groups to avoid arousing attention. They wandered through the palace grounds along separate routes, and quietly reassembled inside the palace, on the second floor, in a small ballroom just below the princess’s quarters.


  Kestrel explained that he wanted to capture the princess, unharmed. With a drop of her blood, he would be able to use the gift given to him by the gods (he didn’t explain which set of gods) to begin to break the evil influence the Viathins were exerting in Hydrotaz. A quartet of guards went to the back staircase that provided access to the princess’s suite, and once they were on their way, Mitchell, Kestrel, and the rest of the squad went to the main stairs, then rushed and overpowered the guards who were stationed at the bottom of the staircase.


  When they reached the top of the stairs, another set of guards opened fire upon them, shooting arrows that pinned Kestrel’s rebels in place until Kestrel used his own elven archery skills to drive the defenders back into Yulia’s very suite. Minutes later Mitchell led the rush into the suite, and emerged quickly carrying the struggling Princess Yulia of Hydrotaz out into the hallway, screaming in rage.


  “You?!” she shouted when she saw Kestrel. “I thought we were rid of you! You’re an abomination! Someone do me a favor and remove this elf from our world!”


  Kestrel calmly grabbed her left hand in his, then pulled out his knife. “Stop him! He’s going to slit my throat! Won’t anyone help me?” Yulia scream loudly, and Kestrel heard voices speaking urgently at the bottom of the staircase.


  With a quick prick, Kestrel pinked Yulia’s finger, pulled the stopper out of the precious skin of water that he had carried so far, and held her finger over the opening. “Watch this, everyone,” he called.


  The drop of blood fell from Yulia’s finger into the dark opening; immediately, the bag began to shake, and steam vented out of the opening, as the bag took on a green glow for several seconds. Then the steam trailed off and the glow faded, and Kestrel held the steady bag.


  “Now Yulia, take a sip of this,” he said, grabbing her jaw, as a look of terror overtook her eyes, and he held the spout up to her mouth and forced a gush of the water into her mouth, then clamped his hand over her mouth and nose and forced her to swallow the water.


  Yulia’s body trembled in a horrific momentary seizure, and then grew still. Kestrel slowly removed his hand from her mouth, and he signaled to Mitchell to have his men release the princess.


  Yulia looked deeply into Kestrel’s eyes as she stood silent, while the circle of guards around her watched nervously. “Kestrel,” she spoke at last, “thank the gods you’ve come to save me again!”


  Kestrel knelt in front of her, and motioned for the others to do the same.


  “We recognize you as the rightful ruler of Hydrotaz, and we pray to Kai to thank her that you have control of your own will once again,” Kestrel said, then he stood and embraced the lean girl in a fond embrace.


  “Here,” he handed the water skin to one of his guards, “take this and make the guards you overpowered inside drink from it,” Kestrel instructed as he motioned towards Yulia’s suite. The sounds from below were growing louder.


  “Go to the top of the stairs and instruct everyone to cease all activity, and to line up,” Kestrel said to Yulia. “We’ll bring down the water skin and make everyone take a drink,” he explained.


  Throughout the night as the watch shifts changed, and as guards in barracks were awakened and told to drink the water from the skin, Kestrel set his rapidly growing force of men to work erasing the influence the Viathins had within the palace. Shortly before dawn Ferris, the head of the palace guard, was seized in his bed in the officers’ quarters and brought to the location in a small garden where the water bag was centrally located.


  “You filthy elf – we should have killed you when we had you. We should have burned down every tree we saw in your precious forest!” he snarled at Kestrel, before a gush of the ever-renewing water was forced down his throat, and he was cleansed of the malevolent influence of the Viathins.


  Once the sun rose, and after every leader in the palace was confirmed to have drunk from the skin, Kestrel led a group of archers into the pool house where the monster lizards were kept. The water was frothy red with blood, as the Viathins turned on one another in their rage over Kestrel’s coup in the palace, and only one large, growling lizard was left alive in the water when the archers surrounded it and fired their arrows repeatedly.


  Exhausted, Kestrel was thinking of asking for a bed to sleep in when a messenger appeared to summon him to a meeting with the princess and her advisors. Kestrel wearily followed the messenger to a meeting where two dozen high ranking officials were gathered, in the very ballroom that Kestrel and Mitchell and their small band had congregated in at the start of the evening’s campaign.


  As Kestrel entered, Yulia startled everyone present by rising from her seat at the head of the table. Ferris began to clap in appreciation for the elf, and those around the table looked around, saw that Yulia was following his lead, and began to applaud as well. Kestrel looked around in shock, then grinned in appreciation of the irony of the situation.


  “Kestrel, we are told that the goddess Kai appeared last night in front of a score of witnesses, and proclaimed you to be her champion,” Yulia said. “And that you defeated a great and treacherous foe in single combat, before you came to the palace and freed so many of us from the toxic enchantment that was harming us. Without your assistance, we would have taken our people down a road to oblivion, and we thank you and Kai for saving our nation with your work last night.


  “What would you tell us now?” she asked.


  “I came here to see my friends, those who I respect,” Kestrel began, when he heard the door open, and turned to see Greysen trying to quietly enter the room. “And when I found that my friends were in trouble, I was fortunate that Kai was with me. She saved me, and enabled me to help all of you,” Kestrel said. “But your troubles are far from over.


  “You know that you have a loyal group of guards,” Kestrel began. “But you know that if there are any of the monster lizards, the Viathins, in the vicinity, then you are not safe from any of your people they infect. Send your best hunters out to hunt up and down the rivers and streams to make sure there are no more of the monsters nearby.


  “And please do me one favor, one great favor,” Kestrel began, then stopped.


  “What do you seek, Kestrel?” Yulia asked.


  “Peace for my people. Stop fighting with the elves. We mean you no harm. In fact, knowing that you face another war with Graylee, I will offer to return to the Eastern Forest immediately to bring as many elven archers as I can back with me to help your own army fight for your freedom,” he proposed.


  There was a murmured rumble around the room. “I believe that we can trust you, but our nation just let a foreign army onto our soil recently, and you know what happened,” an officer at the far end of the table said. “Our people will not allow us to do that again.”


  “That is fair,” Kestrel said. “What if I bring just a battalion of archers as a token of neighborliness, from my own lands down in the south? It would be the first step of the journey towards friendlier relations between our people.”


  “Are you a nobleman, Kestrel?” Yulia asked.


  “Yes, I have been since last fall, after I left you, and fought the Viathins in my own nation,” Kestrel said. “I am the Warden of the Marches in the south of the nation.”


  “Then we must accept your noble offer of friendship. By all means, call your battalion to come join us, and we will treat them as allies,” the princess said firmly.


  “I will deliver the message myself, as quickly as possible,” Kestrel said. “I have a pressing engagement; I must go make peace with my neighbors, the imps of the Swampy Morass,” he listened to the buzz of whispered comments around the table. “They are real, and they are my friends,” Kestrel said loudly. “And they have suffered from the invasion of the Viathins as well. They led the way to discovering this divine water that protects us from the Viathins’ evil,” he explained.


  “Would you like an escort across the countryside?” Ferris suggested mildly.


  Kestrel immediately realized Ferris was offering protection to him. “That would be most appreciated. If Sergeant Mitchell and a few others could accompany me, I would feel comfortable.”


  “You’ll take Mitchell, will you? He was one of my men on that first assignment to the forest,” Ferris replied, and both of them grinned again at the realization of how closely they had been tied together by the first Hydrotaz effort to start a forest fire in the Eastern Forest.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go rest this morning, and prepare to leave this afternoon,” Kestrel said at last, feeling his exhaustion growing at an exponential rate, weighing on him more and more heavily.


  “Greysen, would you show Lord Kestrel to the guest quarters upstairs?” Yulia spoke. “And make whatever arrangements he requests. We’ll cover a few more items here, and then dismiss everyone to freshen up after our eventful evening,” she added. “Be sure to see me before you leave,” she spoke directly to Kestrel.


  Kestrel and Greysen talked feverishly as they climbed the stairs, and Kestrel asked Greysen to have someone retrieve his abandoned horse from the stables at the Golden Seat. He gave Greysen the water skin of cleansing water and told him to put it to use while Kestrel slept, dosing city and army leaders who were near the palace.


  Minutes later, in a luxurious suite in the royal residence, Kestrel fell asleep. His sleep was troubled, filled with dreams of Moorin turning into a monster, over and over again – sometimes in the temple, sometimes while at their wedding, sometimes in more horrifying settings. He was glad to hear a knock on the door that awakened him in the early afternoon, as Yulia arrived carrying a tray of food, with his water skin returned to his possession. “I thought you might appreciate a snack,” she said as she set the tray on his oversized mattress, then leaned back against his pillows. “Thank you Kestrel, for everything,” she said. “You’re a better human than most of us!” she grinned. “You don’t make mistakes.”


  “That’s far from true,” he said. “I made one huge mistake on this trip,” he said, and gave a quick summation of the false Moorin he had travelled with.


  Yulia reached over and stroked his shoulder in sympathy. “I did leave Philip alive and well and free in Graylee,” he said to change the subject, not wanting to linger on his vulnerable heart any longer. “He said to tell you hello, and that he thinks of you,” Kestrel passed along the message. “I know he’d like to see you again.”


  “And I’d like to see him too,” Yulia said. “I hope there’s a way to get together peacefully.”


  “Perhaps after I return we can figure out a way to take the water skin to Graylee City, now that your drop of blood has brought its powers to life,” Kestrel said.


  “But first, I need to get going east. Do you know if my companions are ready?” he asked.


  “They are downstairs, with your horse fetched and waiting,” Yulia assured him.


  



  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 19 –Return to the Forest


  


  Mitchell and a half dozen other guard members from the unit that Kai had dedicated to Kestrel arrived at the edge of the Eastern Forest along with Kestrel as the sun set the following day. Kestrel paid for them to stay at an inn located in the last village in Hydrotaz, and promised to return within a month if possible. They all agreed that it was better to not try to take the humans into the forest – the humans feared for their safety, entering the forest so near where the false attack had been located two years earlier, while Kestrel wished to avoid the political drama of being seen in the company of humans while he began his work in the forest.


  Kestrel assigned Mitchell and his men the duty of notifying every resident of the area to expect to see a battalion of elves come out of the forest and march to the village. The humans needed to know that the elves were coming in friendship, Kestrel insisted, so that they would not think they were being invaded from the east. While the guards grumbled about the assignment of knocking on every door and talking to every farmer, they also appreciated having some activity to keep they occupied.


  He left his horse with the humans, remembering the problems his last horse had caused for him among the parochial elves in the north of his homeland, and began running the long road to Center Trunk. He ran well into the night, then slept in a tree for the first time since his last visit to the forest, and ate a cricket, for the first time since he had offered one to Moorin, when they had camped in the empty farmstead.


  The memory of that night haunted his dreams again as he slept in the tree, and he groggily rose from the tree branches when the birds began to herald the arrival of dawn. He preferred to be awake and moving over the alternative of letting his soul endure nightmares about the half-elf girl who had shaken his soul. He began running again, and passed through his first elven village, deep in the forest, just as the sun rose.


  He stopped in the market place that was opening up, and bought bread from the bakery, then ate as he ran further. There were no large cities along his route to Center Trunk, and Kestrel chose to keep moving. He didn’t want to face any suspicions over his human features, and he didn’t want to delay his journey with any confrontations. He kept his feet moving, and by the third day of his trip he realized just how large the Eastern Forest was compared to the human kingdoms of the Inner Seas. His journey from the border to Center Trunk was significantly farther than his journey from Graylee to Hydrotaz. And coming up he would have to face the long journey from Center Trunk back down to Oaktown and the Swampy Morass, to finally face the imps and try to make peace with their king.


  The long journey gave him time to think. His mind was shifting, gradually leaving behind the focus on the terrible events of the recent past, as he began to think about his mission ahead; the environment of the forest, with the calming presence of the trees, soothed him to a greater degree than he had expected, making it possible for his racing mind and heart to begin to become more objective once again. He would have a delicate time explaining the incredible truth about the Viathins and their ability to control people. He knew that he would have to start with a visit and several long conversations with Colonel Silvan. Silvan would understand and believe, and would help Kestrel explain the dangerous conditions to the palace and the Guard leadership.


  But he didn’t know if even Silvan would accept Kestrel’s belief that the elves needed to ally themselves with the humans who were battling against the Viathin invasion. It was a difficult case to make, though aided to some degree by the memories of the attempt to kill Princess Elwean and kidnap the king, which might be explained away by those who didn’t want to help any humans. He could already anticipate that the counter argument he would face would be one in favor of letting the humans go to war and kill as many of themselves as possible, and Kestrel wasn’t sure he had the subtlety to counter that with his vision of establishing peace across the Hydrotaz border, and reminding all that the Viathins were the common enemy that the elves needed to fight in every theater that was reasonably available, including in human lands.


  Elder Miskel, the commander of the elven army had seemed willing to listen to the idea when Kestrel had raised the concept before he last left the capital, but now Kestrel was ready to ask for a first, concrete commitment to the notion, and he didn’t know whether to expect to see words successfully translated into actions.


  At a more personal level, Kestrel wanted to ask Silvan about the elves of the Northern Forest. He wanted to know if the false Moorin had simply made things up, or if that culture did interact with their human neighbors in a more open manner than the Eastern elves did. And at the most personal level, Kestrel foresaw himself unfortunately unable to avoid being caught in the relationship quagmire among Silvan, Alicia, and Giardell. He was still too shell-shocked by the revelation of the false Moorin to feel any desire to open up the thin layer of protection that separated him from becoming intertwined with the drama that had existed among the three people he worked with and had depended on, but he knew that his exposure to the troubled dynamics of his friends was inevitable.


  And so it was in a somber and pensive mood that Kestrel arrived in Center Trunk at mid-day of his fifth long day of travel. There were only two places he could go – the guard base, or the palace, and he knew that in reality he must go to the guard base first. He needed to talk to Silvan, and just as importantly, listen to Silvan’s assessment of the situation in the Eastern Forest in order to know how to proceed.


  After an hour of walking through the city, Kestrel arrived at the gate to the guard base. His mind was adjusting to the continual use of the Elvish language taking place all around him, another part of the cultural shock he found he must adjust to. He found it hard to think of Center Trunk as a city, he realized with a start. He had been too exposed to the cities of the humans, and even the cities of other lands, of the Parstoles and the Albanuns, to think of the open, relatively low-density settlement of Center Trunk as a city. It had seemed so massive to him on his first arrival, he remembered, and he was still grinning at the memory of how naïve he had been when he reached the guards at the gate to the base.


  “Kestrel, reporting for duty. Here to see Colonel Silvan,” Kestrel told the pair of guards at the gate house. The guards watched him, but didn’t seem to be on especially high alert status.


  “Kestrel?” repeated the attendant who came out to him. “I don’t recognize you, and you stand out in the crowd,” the guard said. “Who are you here to see?” he asked.


  “Colonel Silvan,” Kestrel replied.


  “Let me send a runner to get confirmation. You’ll need to wait here,” the guard motioned to a bench by the wall, indicating that Kestrel could take a seat and wait.


  Kestrel watched the runner leave the gate, then sat down to wait. Silvan’s building wasn’t far from the gate; if the runner got the attention of Silvan quickly, Kestrel expected he wouldn’t have to wait long. He leaned against the wall behind him, then closed his eyes, and tried to calm himself.


  Minutes went by and then suddenly he heard feet scuffling on the crushed stone surface of the gateway, and his nose detected a fragrant whiff that triggered a deep emotional response spontaneously. His eyes flew open and he stood up from his seat just in time to embrace Alicia in a tight, profound hug that was silent except for a choked sob from each of them.


  “I am so glad to see you,” Kestrel said, realizing that beyond all the complications, he fundamentally was simply glad to hold her in his arms.


  “We thought we might not ever see you again; it’s been months since we heard anything! The palace kept asking about you for the longest time, and then even they gave up hope, but Silvan and I kept telling each other that the gods had too many plans that depended on you to let you slip away,” the complex doctor said. “Come inside, please,” she said softly in his ear as they parted, “before the local wags start making up new stories about me. Silvan can hardly wait to see you!”


  Together, the two of them passed through the gateway without comment from the guards, and walked together to the same building that Kestrel always associated with Silvan and Alicia and Giardell. “He’s upstairs, in the same office,” Alicia told Kestrel as they stopped at the foot of the stairs inside the building. “I’ll return to my clinic,” she gestured toward her old set of rooms. “Silvan said we should all plan to have dinner together tonight; you don’t have any other plans yet, do you?” she asked.


  Kestrel shook his head, and she smiled. “Good – it’s settled!


  “I’m so glad to see you again!” she gushed as she started to walk backwards away from him. “You go on up and see Silvan. His new guard is named Chion,” she said, then finally turned to walk away.


  Kestrel took a deep breath, trying to recover from the burst of emotional energy, then turned and climbed the stairs. Outside Silvan’s office door on the top floor he found a young guard standing with the same rigid posture that Giardell had always adopted. “Who approaches?” the guard asked.


  “It’s me, Kestrel,” he said, sure that the guard had been directly or indirectly informed by Silvan or Alicia. “You must be Chion,” he added in a friendly tone, holding out his hand to shake.


  “Please wait here,” Chion answered without acknowledging the gesture. “I’ll announce your arrival.” He turned his back to Kestrel and entered the office immediately after a quick knock, but immediately returned and held the door open. “Colonel Silvan will see you now,” he announced with the faintest trace of reproach in his manner.


  Kestrel strolled past him, and closed the door without comment, then looked at the desk that he had always considered Silvan’s, even when the traitor Strab had temporarily usurped the position of spy chief away from its rightful owner. Silvan was coming around the corner of the desk, his eyes shining with emotion, and Kestrel felt his own eyes start to water. There was no one else in the world who he could talk to so openly about so many aspects of his life, and for months, he suddenly realized, he had longed for the opportunity to unburden himself of all the information and speculation and emotional extremes he had gathered over the long months of his odyssey through the many battlefields with the Viathins.


  “Kestrel, seeing you walk through the door looking healthy and whole is the greatest event of the summer!” the colonel said as he grasped both of Kestrel’s hands in his own firm two-handed grip. “I’m so glad to know you’re okay. How have you been? What have you learned?” the officer released his grip on Kestrel’s hands and moved over to the pair of chairs by the window, then motioned for Kestrel to be seated.


  They sat, with the warm sunlight shining on Kestrel, and Silvan paused to stare intently at his face. “You still have those violet eyes! They are so extraordinary. They were a story to tell about! Do you have any tales that can top spending the winter among the gnomes?”


  And with that, Silvan committed himself to spending hours sitting in fascinated rapture as Kestrel spewed forth an unceasing stream of exposition, telling his adventurous tale in a mostly straight-forward fashion. The sun moved across the sky, and the sky outside the window grew dark. Alicia quietly entered the room, and sat down on the floor as she joined Silvan in raptly listening to the extraordinary series of adventures their compatriot had lived through. Kestrel was so caught up in the cathartic release of his tale that he didn’t even know she was present until she audibly gasped as he revealed the true nature of the Moorin he had traveled with.


  “Let’s take a break,” Silvan suggested at that point. “We can go get a bite to eat and you can finish your story. Can you finish your story tonight, or is there too much more to tell?”


  “There isn’t much more,” Kestrel replied as he followed Silvan’s example and stood, then extended his hand to help Alicia rise from the floor. She was light, light with the thin, slender body mass of a fully-elven woman, and Kestrel felt suddenly inappropriately aware of her femininity as his hand gripped hers. Her eyes met his for just a moment, then flinched away, and he hastily released his hold on her and turned towards the door.


  “Where shall we go to eat?” he asked. “I haven’t eaten elven food in months.”


  Silvan suggested a café that Alicia agreed with, and Kestrel followed the pair as they led him out of the building and off the base, to a nearby café where they sat in a corner and Kestrel finished the last chapters of his story between bites of food and drinks from the bottle of wine that he and Alicia shared.


  “Tomorrow morning, I want you to come back to my office first thing, and we’ll go over the whole thing again,” Silvan told Kestrel as he sat back in his chair next to his wife. “My mind is swirling with everything you’ve told me. Then, in the afternoon we can go to the palace to see Miskel and try to evaluate the options that are before us.”


  “I’ll be glad to,” Kestrel said, as he sat back on his side of the table. “But I can’t stay long; I have to get down to see the imps and make peace with their king in the Swampy Morass, and then I’ll plan to lead a set of archers back to Hydrotaz.”


  “Don’t be in such a hurry, my boy,” Silvan said fondly. “We may need some time to persuade the leaders in the palace to come around to your way of thinking.”


  “After they nearly lost control of the palace just last year? Almost lost the princess and the king? They shouldn’t have to think twice,” Kestrel replied. “At the very least, we just need to get them all to agree that everyone in the palace and every officer of the guard should drink from the water skin, and every archer should be sent along the banks of the river to hunt down every Viathin that might still be alive.”


  They stood from the table and returned to the base.


  “You have kept me up past my bedtime,” Silvan told Kestrel affectionately, “but I wouldn’t have missed a moment of hearing your story. Be sure to come by tomorrow morning and we’ll start to get serious about the next things to do; I don’t know that we can move as quickly as you hope, but we’ll try to set things jumping!


  “I’m going to go on to bed now,” the older man looked at Alicia. “If you want to walk Kestrel to his quarters, I’ll see you in a bit?”


  “I’ll be right along,” she agreed. “Let’s go see what we can find for you,” she said to Kestrel.


  “I left my things in Silvan’s office,” he told her as he watched the colonel walk away. “I’ll need to go get them.”


  They walked to the office, then walked over to the same building where Kestrel had stayed in the past. “Here, let’s find you a place up high,” Alicia said, as Kestrel prepared to look into the same ground level room he had used in the past. “We have more room now, with fewer guards on the base, so there should be a better room for you,” she suggested. They found an upper floor room immediately, and Kestrel unloaded his belongings in a pile in the corner with relief.


  “I hope you get things squared away with Dewberry and the imps quickly,” Alicia took a seat in a chair, and Kestrel threw himself down on the bed. “I miss seeing her, almost as much as I miss seeing you.


  “So your ring from Kai doesn’t change your appearance anymore? You’ll be coming back to have surgery on your ears before you go back to the humans?” she asked.


  “No,” Kestrel drew out his one word answer into a long, significant response. “I’ve decided I’m not going to bother with that again. At least in Hydrotaz, they all know who I am and what I am. I’m not going back to be a spy this time – I need to let them see me as I am, so they know that they have friends among the elves, so that maybe their habits towards us will start to change.” It was a decision he had made for himself while running through the forest on his way to Center Trunk. He had the false Moorin to thank in part for the decision; he realized that he didn’t want to deceive or mislead anyone any longer. He knew who he was; he knew what his mission was, and he would go forth straight away, without pretense or skulking or spying any longer. He wanted to not have to focus on living any lies henceforth.


  “I want you to be safe,” Alicia leaned forward. “Don’t do something noble and brave and dangerous just to make a point. I’ve missed having you unconscious and in my control while I hold a sharp knife,” she joked.


  “What happened to Giardell?” Kestrel asked.


  “He’s at the palace,” Alicia said sadly.


  “He had to go somewhere else. It just couldn’t work for him to stay on the base so close to us; there were too many memories. Silvan has been so good to me, like trusting me enough to send me off tonight to spend time with you, here, but we all felt uncomfortable being around one another in the same building when we got back, so Giardell transferred to the palace and watches over the princess now,” she explained, and Kestrel lay on the bed and listened as she unburdened her own soul of all that she was unable to tell Silvan. The wine, her pleasure in seeing Kestrel again, and her long time spent without a close friend to talk to combined, and soon she was crying as Kestrel held her and listened to all the heartache that remained within her after and since her liaison had caused so much grief.


  “Thank you for listening Kestrel,” she told him an hour later, as she sat up. “I needed to tell someone everything, someone who understood,” she smiled sadly.


  “I felt the same way when I saw Silvan this afternoon,” Kestrel said. “I understand that sometimes you just have to empty everything out,” he told her comfortingly as he sat up too.


  “Can I see? Your chest? I mean where those foreign gods took your champion’s mark away?” she clarified, and with a shrug, Kestrel accommodated her. “Just remarkable – incomprehensible and remarkable. To think that your body literally carried around the power of a god.” She seemed contemplative.


  “Thank you Kestrel. Thank you for coming home,” she told him as she stood. “Come pop your head in my office to say good morning tomorrow.”


  “I’ll pop my head in if you promise not to cut any parts of it!” he laughed, then watched her leave, as he lay back on his bed and thought about the day. It had been one of the best days he could remember, a good day mostly because he had felt secure and safe with friends. Only this day, and a few days in Creata’s home in Graylee – with Margo and Philip and Picco and Creata – stuck out in his mind as days in recent life that felt complete and memorable in such a hazily, satisfactory way.


  If Lucretia had been there as well, the day would have been truly complete, he told himself, as his eyes closed, and he faded off to sleep at last.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 20 – Elven Assignments


  


  The next morning Kestrel ate a meal of basic foodstuffs from the canteen across the way, and he relished the satisfaction of good, plain hearty food like he had been raised on for so many years. He casually listened to the conversations around him, the soldiers discussing the everyday activities of their lives, and he smiled as he thought about how important those same types of events had seemed to him several months earlier. Then he left the canteen and walked back to Silvan’s building, where he stopped first at Alicia’s office and opened her door to say hello.


  “Good morning Kestrel,” she said warmly. “How did you sleep last night?”


  “Like a log!” he laughed. “I was sound asleep. How about you?”


  “The same; I felt so relaxed after just talking and listening with you last night. Thank you dear,” she rubbed her hand affectionately on the back of his neck. “Silvan complained that I didn’t want to wake up this morning!


  “So you’re off to the palace today?” she asked.


  “That’s what he says. Maybe in the light of day he’ll decide the whole thing sounds too preposterous to believe,” Kestrel grinned.


  He shut the door and climbed the stairs, where he found the same somber guardsman standing outside Silvan’s door. The guard opened the door for Kestrel without comment or prompting, and Kestrel walked into the office. “Our epic story teller has returned,” Silvan said with a smile. He picked up a pen and a pad of paper. “You sit right there, and start telling your story again. I remember some parts I want to take notes on,” he explained, holding up the pen.


  Kestrel settled into his seat and began his story again. He was more focused on the strategic elements this time, his soul no longer burdened by the personal traumas and questions that had accumulated during his trying sojourn. He advanced rapidly through the story, until he finally asked the questions that still troubled him.


  “How much of what the monster said about the Northern Elves is true?” he asked Silvan. “Do they really ride horses and turn their noses up at crickets? Is there really a Moorin who is from a noble family there?”


  “I do not know if there is a Moorin,” Silvan replied. “I do not know the other answers you want either. It’s odd, now that I think about it, but we pay much less attention to the Northern elves than we try to pay to the humans in Hydrotaz and Graylee, and other than you, few of us really know anything about those neighbors even. We’re quite an insular nation.


  “The northern elves, and the alleged western elves, are far from us and do little to reach out to us,” Silvan began.


  “It doesn’t appear to me that we try very hard to reach out to the rest of the world either,” Kestrel observed mildly.


  Silvan paused. “I can well believe that the northern elves interact with their human neighbors more than we do,” he agreed. “We don’t make an effort, but look at the fact that we only have humans on two sides of us, and one of those is very hostile, while the other is really only a small nation. We’ve got the imps and the wilderness for much of our boundaries.


  “Perhaps we should be a less isolated nation. I’ll have to think about that,” Silvan added. “But we manage to live in peace for the most part, and we’re very self-reliant, so perhaps there’s no reason to go out and see the world.”


  Kestrel went on with his story, and at the end, Silvan sat in silence for more than a minute.


  “So it seems to me, and I’m thinking out loud with you about this,” he said, making Kestrel feel a sense of accomplishment to be a part of Silvan’s decision-making instead of just the recipient of his wisdom, “it seems to me that we have three messages to take to the palace.


  “The first is that we need to make everyone at the palace and in the guard chain of command drink this water that you have brought, to prevent them from being controlled by the lizard monsters,” he looked at Kestrel, who nodded his head in agreement.


  “The second is that we must let you go to the imps, and seek to make peace with their leader, because you need their help, and we want to be on good terms with that neighbor. And you could offer assistance from our nation if they need any to help them hunt down the monster lizards that live in their waters.” Kestrel agreed with that as well.


  “And the third point is that you wish for us to be allies with Hydrotaz, and you even want permission to take a group of our archers to help them fight against Graylee. Is that correct?” the older officer looked at Kestrel.


  “Yes, although I don’t know if I need their permission or not. I’ll recruit my own archers if I have to,” Kestrel disputed Silvan’s last point.


  “Let’s not put it that way, Kestrel,” Silvan advised with a roguish smile. “It’s always better to let the other side feel that they have power in the relationship, especially when you know you can do what you want anyway. We’ll let them gnash their teeth and debate in anguish, then come to the conclusion it’s what they want to do.”


  There was a knock on the door. “Are you two going to eat lunch today?” Alicia asked, walking over to stand next to Silvan.


  “We are,” Silvan said, standing, motioning for Kestrel to stand as well. “We’re going to find a place to eat on the way to the palace,” he added.


  “Well, aren’t you social, now that your prodigy is back in town?” Alicia looked up at him and smiled, and in the smile Silvan returned Kestrel saw that the two of them had genuine affection for each other, and had gone far to heal the breach created by Alicia’s wayward affair, and Silvan’s earlier neglect of his wife. Kestrel was both pleased to see the warmth between them, and in some selfish way, sad to think that there was less of Alicia’s attention to be devoted to him. He was at the same time touched by the term she had used to describe him, as Silvan’s prodigy, a title he would not have been bold enough to assume for himself.


  The three of them walked into the city, and after a long walk that took them more than halfway to the palace, they stopped at a café, where they sat at a table by a window, and Kestrel silently watched the people walk by as they placed their orders.


  “What are you thinking?” Alicia asked him.


  “So many things,” he answered. “About how this city used to seem so big and intimidating, and now it feels small and quiet compared to some places I’ve been, and I’m still thinking about Moorin, and who and where she really is.


  “There is a Moorin out there somewhere, and I’m supposed to find her and rescue her someday, Kere told me,” he added, “and I just wonder,” his voice tailed off and his thought remained unspoken, as he wondered about Margo, and whether his straying from his dreams about her had been the result of an enchantment, or something within himself.


  “Tell me,” he wanted to change the topic, “is the palace safe? Are there still slaves to the Viathins within the palace or the court?”


  “There are some who I suspect may still be,” Silvan answered.


  “And there are some who are just stupid!” Alicia added with a laugh.


  “We’ve always had those; they breed at court, I think,” Silvan agreed. “But the King was shaken by the events last fall, and he has given Miskel authority that the Elder used to clean out as many people of questionable judgment as he could manage to without giving the King a heart attack.


  “I think your water will be extremely useful for the court,” Silvan finished, as their food was delivered.


  After the meal, they went separate ways. “I don’t really want to go back to the palace if I don’t have to,” Alicia explained, reminding Kestrel of her imprisonment there. “And I have patients to see back on the base.”


  Kestrel followed Silvan to the palace, where the colonel was recognized, and they were immediately admitted, and sent to the offices of the palace administration. “Elder Miskel is down at the armory inspecting the new recruits,” his aide told Silvan. The two visitors headed in that direction, where they found Miskel inspecting a number of young elves working with swords on the practice mats.


  “Silvan, what brings you down here where people do honest work?” Miskel asked as he saw the spymaster approaching.


  “Who’s this with you? Is that young Kestrel? You told us you didn’t know where he was! Good to see you young spy,” Miskel turned his attention from the trainees to shake hands heartily with the two visitors. “What tidings do you bring from the ugliness that is the world outside the Eastern Forest?” he asked Kestrel.


  “Can we go someplace private?” Silvan asked.


  “I had no doubt that we would need to. Give me a few minutes to finish observing this group,” Miskel turned back to the contests underway on the mats where the trainees struggled to learn the traditionally non-elven weapon, the sword, and they were soon on their way.


  “Well, what earth-shaking news do you bring to us?” Miskel asked as they took seats in a meeting room similar to the one Kestrel had been in when the abortive coup attempt in the palace had begun.


  Silvan answered, and explained in sketchy detail that the lizard monsters were the source and the carrier of the coup attempt and the destruction that had taken place in Center Trunk. “It sounds ridiculous, but Chandel did come from the south where so many of those lizards lived, and he was the center of the trouble. He even had a couple of those monsters as pets, didn’t he?” Miskel asked.


  Kestrel nodded vigorously. “And anyone who drinks from this water skin will be protected from falling under their control,” he reiterated.


  What else do you have? I can tell by that look in your eye that you’re just getting warmed up, Silvan,” Miskel asked.


  Silvan explained Kestrel’s relationship with the imps and sprites, and the troubled relationship that had developed with the southern neighbors.


  “We always understood that there were imps down there, but no one had seen them in recent memory, until they came to the palace looking for you,” Miskel motioned to Kestrel. “And the princess swears that they helped save her life. So it sounds like a diplomatic mission to me, and the decision will need to be made by the king, who will of course say yes. That’s not hard. What are you saving to be the deal-breaker?” he looked at Silvan.


  “Kestrel has been out trying to judge what our best options are vis-à-vis the humans, and he’s reached the conclusion that he should go back to Hydrotaz and actively fight on behalf of the princess who now rules there. And he’d like to take some support, such as a battalion of archers, perhaps,” Silvan explained.


  Miskel stared from one to the other.


  “You truly want elves to go into battle on behalf of Hydrotaz?” Miskel asked. “You mentioned the concept when you were here last time, and I know it was approved as an abstract concept, but to really do it will be quite a change from what we do now.”


  “I believe it is good for our nation, and good for theirs,” Kestrel said.


  “Will there be a treaty or something to cover such an event?” the palace official skeptically questioned.


  “Eventually,” Kestrel said. “But in the meantime, the princess will give me her word, and I’ll have to remain with the elves to serve as translator in any event, so I will ensure the terms of our agreement are honored.”


  “The king will say yes to you Kestrel, but not to anyone else. If you really believe in this, let’s arrange for you to see the king tomorrow and ask him in person,” Miskel decided. “Do you believe that much?”


  “I do,” Kestrel said sincerely.


  “Do you want to join your young catalyst for his audience when he sets off the sparks in the palace?” Miskel asked Silvan.


  “By all means,” Silvan agreed.


  “Very well. You can go back to your office now. I’ll send a message as soon as I know what time Kestrel will see the king. In the meantime,” he turned to Kestrel, “you and your magic skin of water can remain in the palace and expect to be put to work shortly. I’ll arrange for a hall for you to use, and then I’ll start sending the court and the guard and the staff to see you. You’ll have a lot of people grumbling to you for the rest of the day,” the Elder prophesized.


  “We’ll all sleep better for it,” Kestrel said philosophically.


  “Speaking of sleep, let’s plan for you to sleep here at the palace tonight. I’ll arrange for you to have the same suite you had last time, the one you shared with that exquisite woman,” Miskel said, making Kestrel wince. “Who was that?”


  “Her name was Alicia,” Kestrel answered, sneaking a momentary glance at Silvan. “But we slept in separate beds. We just happened to be together when we brought the princess back to the palace, after I saved her,” he stumbled over what to say, but saw Silvan discreetly wave his hand to stop.


  “If that suite was acceptable, we’ll put you back there,” Miskel went on.


  “Completely acceptable,” Kestrel agreed.


  Miskel and Silvan stood. “I’ll let you see yourself out. I’ll go make arrangements for Lord Kestrel’s activities here,” Miskel said, “and a messenger will be here soon to help you quench the thirst of everyone in the palace.”


  Kestrel thanked them both, and watched them leave the room, as he sat back down at the table. He hoped that Miskel was right, that the king would accept his proposals. But even more, he wanted the king to accept them because he understood that they were right, not simply as a favor to Kestrel.


  “Elder Miskel sent me,” a man’s voice interrupted Kestrel’s reverie a few minutes later. He looked up to see a man standing in the doorway, waiting to direct him to the hall where he would begin to dose the elves of the palace with the water given to him by Decimindion.


  “Here,” Kestrel said impulsively. “Have a drink first.”


  The man took the skin and sipped from it with an inquisitive glance, then suddenly seemed to quiver; he closed the door behind him. “I don’t know why I said that,” he confessed. “There’s an ambush set up around the corner.”


  “You go get help,” Kestrel instructed him, as he pulled out his knife. “And give me your knife,” he added, wanting to increase his supply of arms. Lucretia was no longer charmed, and his staff was broken, the two pieces lying back in the barracks room he had occupied, a piece of memorabilia he hadn’t been able to part with.


  Kestrel gave the newly converted messenger a head start to go notify help, then, with the two knifes in his hands, began to cautiously approach the site of the ambush he faced. He rushed the last few steps, letting his knives and his heavier, partly-human frame give him an advantage as he found three elves waiting for him. His planted his borrowed knife in one of the assailants, knocked one unconscious with a shoulder to the jaw, and faced the third one in a one-on-one knife fight that ended suddenly when an arrow flew down the hallway and pierced Kestrel’s opponent, as the restored messenger arrived with several guards to help Kestrel.


  Kestrel poured water down the throats of all the attackers, and for good measure made his rescuers drink some as well. Thereafter he was escorted to a hallway where he found several servants already lined up and awaiting him. From then until dinner time he sat and watched person after person drink from the water skin that never went empty, and after dinner he resumed his chore.


  There were several people who were affected by the drink of water. Kestrel guessed as many as one of every twenty were set free from the influence of Viathin control, and he asked to have armed guards present with him throughout his sessions after he discovered so many conversions. He made a note to tell Miskel that the palace needed to send more soldiers out along the river to hunt for and kill the Viathins – clearly, there were some still present in the capital.


  That evening, when he called a halt to his activity for the evening, he went back to his room, found paper in the desk there, and wrote a letter. He sealed it several minutes later, and addressed it for delivery to Karbeen, the village where Lucretia had gone to live a quiet life of rest and recovery after her rescue from slavery in Graylee. He asked her to consider joining him in Oaktown, so that she could participate in the next trip among the humans. He knew and trusted her, and he knew that she was one of the few potential warriors available who could understand the human language. He gave the letter to a servant to have it sent by the palace on the long delivery trip to distant Karbeen. The small village would receive quite a jolt from having a royal messenger arrive with a delivery, Kestrel knew. His arrival the previous autumn with Lucretia and Alicia had been the most newsworthy happening in Karbeen in many years.


  The next morning, Kestrel continued dousing the residents and workers of the palace, until a mid-morning note advised him that he would join the king and the princess for lunch.


  He was serving his water to the noble class, the members of the court and the advisors, who grumbled greatly but accepted their drinks under the eyes of the redoubled guards accompanying Kestrel between breakfast and lunch, up until the time came for him to be escorted to the private quarters of the palace. Only Miskel, Silvan and he sat to eat with the king and Princess Elwean. Kestrel’s report on the presence of several people who were converted away from Viathin influence by the water sobered the king, and he agreed to all of Kestrel’s proposals without contention.


  “You will now be known as Ambassador Kestrel, as well as Lord Kestrel, it seems,” Silvan congratulated him as they all stood to leave the dining room at the end of the meal.


  “In that case, Ambassador, may I have a private word for a moment,” the princess surprised him by asking.


  The king raised his eyebrows, but all acceded to the request, and the princess led Kestrel over to a small nook of the room that was surrounded by windows. “Thank you, Lord Kestrel,” she said with a cheery smile. “I just wanted to ask so that I understand, so those who have drank your enchanted water will forever be loyal to my father and I, is that correct? I’ve been very reluctant to accept the attentions of a member of the court recently, after the terrible things that happened with Chandel. But father is concerned about the continuation of our family’s dynasty, and expects me to do something.”


  “Well, technically, the water does not make them loyal to the crown,” Kestrel said delicately. “But it does make it impossible for them to be loyal to the monster lizards,” he explained, “so you do not need to fear that any man who has drunk this water would be a suitor who obeys the commands of the Viathins.”


  The princess sighed. “I suppose that’s good enough. Father has said that the only nobleman he would feel confidence in these days is you! But you’re never here at court, and now it sounds as if you’ll be gone again for another of these long adventures you fancy.”


  “I am committed to be gone for some time now, I believe, your majesty,” he delicately agreed. “I’m not sure how long it will be before I return. But I’m sure that the court will be a safer and more pleasant place now that you know the Viathin influence is gone. And besides,” he added hastily, “your father might say kind things about my loyalty now, but my human heritage would be a point of contention in the future, when we’re back to normal times.


  “Lord, I remember,” he said without thinking, “at the spring archery competition two years ago, when we first saw each other, I remember my friends told me you would be embarrassed to see me wear your colors for a year if I won the tournament, because I’m so ugly!” he laughed.


  “That’s not true!” the princess said indignantly.


  “I know,” Kestrel smiled. “That’s just how members of the guard keep each other humble. I was shooting very well that day.


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me your majesty, I should prepare to be on my way,” he stood.


  “Lord Kestrel, I have tried to be as delicate as possible,” the princess replied, still sitting, “But you are forcing me to speak plainly. I wish to know if you wish to become my presumptive consort. Is there some other engagement that prevents you from planning to become part of the royal family?”


  Kestrel sat back down hurriedly, stunned by the princess’s declaration. “My lady,” he began. He looked at the guarded eyes of the princess, and saw that she was hurt by his failure to seek her hand. “I must confess to you a story that will tell you why my heart is not taken by any other, but currently not in a condition to be given away,” and he gave an abbreviated version of the story of Moorin, from Kere’s first prophecy that he would meet her, to the long journey and hurried, strange engagement that had occurred in the farm yard, and finally to the revelation that Moorin had only been a Viathin monster, masquerading as the woman Kestrel was destined to rescue.


  Over an hour had passed, he realized as he finished his long explanation for why he wasn’t prepared to become engaged to join the royal family. “Kestrel, you must feel like the world is a dangerous place for you to open your heart!” Elwean commented. “That’s the feeling I have these days; my first husband died after we were married only a year, and then my favored suitor turned out to be a traitor controlled by these monsters, and is killed in the palace, by you of all people. And now it seems that any potential suitor might be another servant to the same monsters, barring only a sip of your water.”


  Kestrel looked at the princess with sympathy. She was right, he did feel as though love were a dangerous activity. His relationship with Merilla had been forbidden by the gods, his desire for Margo had come to naught through a variety of mistimed opportunities, his relationship with Alicia had never been more than a hint, while Lucretia had been too hurt to open her heart to him. And the princess had clearly fared little better than Kestrel.


  “Maybe we should be together,” he laughed. “We’ll start our own club for those unlucky in love!”


  “That’s not the most promising basis to start a relationship on,” Elwean smiled gently.


  “You go out there on your next adventure, and if, when you come back, neither of us has fared any better, then I’ll expect to receive your terms of proposal, Lord Kestrel,” she told him, then stood. “Now go out on your journey; I hope you find success, and I hope you come back safely with good news.”


  Kestrel stood, and took the princess’s hand, then awkwardly bent over it and kissed it, certain this he had to do something out of the ordinary in the face of their extraordinary conversation. “I look forward to seeing you again, princess,” he replied, then left the room and closed the door behind him.


  A pair of guards stood outside the door, and a third guard was standing nearby.


  “My lord,” he called, as Kestrel began to walk down the hallway, uncertain of where to go. “My lord,” the guard repeated, “Lord Kestrel,” he added, gaining Kestrel’s attention finally. “My lord, if you’ll follow me, Elder Miskel wishes to speak with you.”


  “Thank you,” Kestrel replied. He turned, and saw the princess being escorted down the hallway by her two bodyguards, and he spent a long moment examining her figure speculatively, imagining the unimaginable scenario that might lead to him married to the princess, the heir to the throne. He turned again, and followed the guide who led him from the residence of the royal family to the administrative wing, where Miskel waited.


  “That was quite a lengthy visit you had with the princess,” Miskel observed. “Is there anything I need to know?”


  “No, nothing at the moment,” Kestrel remained mum. The topic of the princess’s love life deserved his respect and discretion, he felt.


  “Well, in that case, there’s something I want to ask you to do. I need a favor, and you are the best person in the kingdom to solve a problem,” Miskel replied. Kestrel stood attentively waiting for Miskel to explain.


  “There’s a very well-regarded member of the guard who is at loose ends, and who questions his own motives these days. He would make a perfect second-in-command for your expeditionary force, and I’d like for you to take him with you,” Miskel pronounced.


  “I need to know that I can have full faith in my people in this trip,” Kestrel replied.


  “That won’t be a problem, unless you have less faith in Giardell than I think,” Miskel told Kestrel, whose head snapped up to look at the officer in surprise.


  “Is Giardell available? Does he need an assignment? There’s no question I’ll accept him in a split second,” Kestrel replied.


  “Giardell is lost, and doesn’t have a sense of his own value since he lost his position with Silvan. I know he thinks highly of you, and if you can take him as your reliable second-in-command, he will finally have found his new purpose,” Miskel advised.


  “Send him,” Kestrel said. “Send him to me. I can’t ask for better.”


  “Very well,” Miskel answered. “We’ll put a battalion together and send it to Oaktown while you go on your ambassadorial duties to the imps in the swamp.”


  Kestrel left the palace after the last details of the conversation about the battalion that he would meet in Oaktown, and he returned to Silvan’s office late in the afternoon.


  “I’m going to leave immediately,” Kestrel told the colonel when he arrived. He said nothing about the conversation with the princess, and nothing about Giardell. After promises to send communications by whatever means were available, Kestrel left and walked down the stairs, then stopped at Alicia’s office and waited. She finished her consultation with a patient, then came to see Kestrel.


  “You’ll do well I know, and I expect you to send imps and sprites back here with messages once you’ve settled this problem in the Morass,” Alicia told him.


  “I’ve sent a message to Lucretia, asking if she’ll join me in Hydrotaz,” Kestrel told her. Alicia and Lucretia had been friends with one another, and Alicia had accompanied Kestrel when he had taken Lucretia back to her home village in search of tranquility and healing.


  “I hope she does Kestrel, for the sake of both of you,” Alicia responded. “And I hope you’ll keep yourself safe. I don’t think I’ve ever been so busy as when you had sprites bringing you in for emergency treatment every other day!”


  “It wasn’t every other day,” Kestrel protested. “It only seemed that often for a while.”


  They hugged one another farewell, and then Kestrel was on his way to the armory for new weapons to replace the bow and arrows he had lost in Hydrotaz. He found no replacement swords or staffs at the Center Trunk armory, nor had he expected to find such typically human weapons there, so with his bow and his knife, Lucretia, no longer enchanted to always deliver a fatal attack but still a sentimental favorite, Kestrel went out the gate of the base and set off through the streets of the city.


  He began running at full speed before he even left the city. The sun was past its zenith, and Kestrel wanted to arrive in Oaktown as soon as possible. He wanted to reacquaint the staff with him, the absentee lord they hardly knew, and he wanted to prepare them for the arrival of the battalion that would take up residence there until he returned from the Swampy Morass.


  Kestrel spent the night in a tree. He ran throughout the next day, and spent the night in a small village inn, where he ate and kept to himself; the third day was similar. On the long fourth day of his journey he arrived at the manor house of Oaktown late in the spring evening, and waited for several minutes at the gates before they opened to allow him to enter. He regretted the consternation of the staff as he tried to quietly slip into bed, and he promised to address all their issues the following day.


  The next morning Kestrel awoke to a tray of breakfast foods delivered to his bedroom by a servant, and a list of those who wished to speak with him, and what topics they wished to discuss. He delighted in the breakfast tray, and lounged in his bed sampling the many delicacies he found there before he finally cleaned himself up and left his room. The steward in charge of his estates was with him within five minutes, and they began going over a lengthy discussion about many topics as the steward led him on a tour of the closest grounds. Afterward, the head housekeeper insisted that she needed his attention, after lunch.


  The whole day devolved into a series of meetings to satisfy the needs and questions of his own household, and the following day the community asked for his attention to questions that were his responsibility as the warden of the marches – roads, drainage, property transfers, tax rates, and other duties that he governed over. Finally, on the third day of his arrival at Oaktown, Kestrel was outfitted by his housekeeper with clothing that she said was traditionally appropriate for dealing with the neighboring imp kingdom, and he left his manor, promising to return as quickly as possible, and traveled to the edge of his lands, where the ground was wet and cattails grew in profusion, and there were no elves in evidence except during mushroom hunting season.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 21—Betrayal Among the Imps


  


  Kestrel climbed into a swamp oak as the sun began to set, and settled into a nice fork high in the tree, then took off the jacket and the boots that he had worn, and called for Dewberry.


  “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry,” he softly chanted, and then added, “Jonson, Jonson, Jonson,” for good measure.


  Moments later the two small blue bodies appeared, sitting on a tree branch just above him.


  “Friend Kestrel! How good to see you, and you’re so close to our own home!” Jonson greeted him cheerfully.


  “Kestrel dearest,” Dewberry floated down to sit on his knee and stare at him fondly. “I have missed you so much! I’m sure you missed me and needed me desperately these past few weeks.”


  “As attentive to my love life as you have been Dewberry, I could have used your sage advice at the start of the past fortnight,” he replied. “I was nearly seduced by a Viathin, one that was able to take the form of a beautiful elven woman, the one you saw in Graylee.”


  “Oh Kestrel dear!” Dewberry wailed. “Is your heart broken?”


  “It is bruised,” he admitted.


  “The Viathin took the form of an elf?” Jonson asked. “How is that possible, Kestrel friend? None of the monsters did such in the past, nor in Albanu, or apparently not in the land they occupied before that either.”


  “I do not understand the why of it Jonson; once I understood the seriousness of my situation I had to slay the monster to save myself, and did not ask questions, so I know little more,” Kestrel answered.


  “And you could not tell the difference between this monster and an elf?” the imp asked,


  “Not until it revealed itself, when it thought it had me captured and at its mercy,” Kestrel agreed. “And I’m not even sure, but I think it was able to influence my feelings to some degree.


  “I thought that the goddesses’ blessings protected me from having my thoughts controlled, but the monster made me start to fall in love with it,” Kestrel said.


  “There is a difference between thoughts and feelings, Kestrel dearest,” Dewberry perceptively noted. “Perhaps it couldn’t influence your brain, but it could influence your heart.”


  “Could such a monster take on other forms besides elves? Could they look like humans, or gnomes, or even imps?” Jonson asked another question.


  “Dear heart, why do you ask? What are you saying?” Dewberry asked in alarm.


  “I am thinking of my own father, and the many strange decisions he has made in recent weeks,” Jonson answered, his voice dropping conspiratorially, even though they were all alone in the tree branches. “Even before your rescue allowed us to return to the Swampy Morass, my father had started to make decisions that do not seem to be in the best interest of the imps. And then, after you rescued us, he grew even more irrational it seems, such as prohibiting us from aiding you.”


  “Is there someone who is influencing him, do you think?” Kestrel asked.


  “I do not know; I have not thought of it in these terms,” Jonson answered. “Hopefully, by the time you reach our city, Blackfriars, I will be able to observe more and have some idea of whether his advisors are false imps.


  “You do still plan to come see us, don’t you Kestrel dearest?” Dewberry asked.


  “As fast as I can,” Kestrel agreed. “How long will it take me to reach your palace from here?”


  “Perhaps a day and a half – and you must beware of the monster lizards. They continue to inhabit our swamp,” Jonson warned.


  “I wish I had a good staff,” Kestrel said regretfully. “But with a bow and arrow, and some advance notice, I should be safe.”


  “I will bring some companions to you tomorrow morning to accompany you on your journey, so that you are not alone,” Jonson assured Kestrel. “We must return,” he told Dewberry, looking down at where she was snuggled into Kestrel’s lap. “Tell our friend good night,” he urged his wife. “Good night Kestrel,” he saluted Kestrel himself, and then vanished.


  “Good bye, broken-hearted one. Fortune will favor you soon, I feel it,” Dewberry said as she rose and gave Kestrel a tight hug, and then disappeared.


  Kestrel settled in to his resting place, relaxed in the humid, warm environment on the fringe of the Swampy Morass, and thought about whether the imps could be subject to influence by a Viathin that had changed its shape. He tried to remember something that he had heard before, a claim about the imps and sprites’ having immunity to the monsters, but his sleepy mind could not recall, and so he fell asleep without the information.


  The next morning Kestrel rose and ate some of the food that the manor staff had carefully packed for him, before he climbed down out of his tree. He kept his jacket off, and decided to remove his shirt as well in the heat; he rolled the garments up and strapped them with his pack that he carried, as he started the day’s journey, following the narrowing road that was the only link between the elven kingdom and the imps.


  His manor servants in Oaktown had been pleased to learn of his destination; they told of the traditional claims that the Warden of the Marshes did go visit the land of the imps to assure good relations between the two peoples, though none of them knew the last time such a gesture occurred. Without such diplomacy, the imps were believed to invisibly poach and steal and play pranks upon the elves that were closest to the border of the two lands. The previous short-time Warden, Chandel, had not paid obeisance to the custom, and so Kestrel was the first Warden in many years to go, and his servants had wanted everything to be right for him.


  He journeyed without problem through the morning. The wide path he had followed dwindled over time to a smaller, meandering trail that sought to find and connect the decreasingly common solid land that existed among the wet spots, ponds, and sluggish streams of the Morass. He ate his lunch as he jogged along the trail while it ran atop the banks of a sizable river, a tributary to the River Criese, Kestrel assumed.


  As he stopped to rest and eat the last bite of his lunch, he stood right at the edge of the bank and looked down at the sluggishly moving water below. As he watched, the water seemed to turn darker, and he realized at the last second that a Viathin was rising from the depths of the river. He flung himself backwards and upward just as a pair of the monsters rose out of the water and snapped their jaws on empty air where he had stood. Kestrel clambered up a tree, jerked his bow from his shoulder, and fired a series of arrows at the two monsters; one of the Viathins slithered back into the murky river water after an arrow bounced off its skull, but the other received two arrows, one in its mouth and one in its eye socket, that caused it to jerk and heave for several long moments before it lay dead on the roadway.


  The monster’s bulky body stretched across the width of the path, and there was a startling chorus of groans and bellows that arose along the river in response to its death, frightening Kestrel in their numbers, as an indication of the high population of the Viathins that resided in the Morass. Kestrel cautiously descended from his tree branch, his knife in his hand, and he leapt high over the dead Viathin, then began running along the path again, his eyes darting all around him, trying to spot more of the monsters that might lie in wait for his passage.


  When he saw a monster lizard lazily floating in the river not far from the edge of the bank, he climbed a tree and pulled his bow free, then fired numerous arrows at the animal, killing it before it knew it was under attack, and leaving a foul, black slick of the Viathin’s blood floating atop the surface of the water. There was another round of bellows from other monsters aware of their companion’s death, and Kestrel proceeded with more caution as he resumed his journey towards the heart of the imp’s civilization in the swamp, a civilization that Kestrel realized was effectively under siege.


  Thereafter, he saw an occasional Viathin dive into the depths of the river when Kestrel came in the vicinity, and he kept a close watch for any that might lurk close to the path. In the evening he climbed high into a stout tree, and listened to the grunts and noises of the Viathins and other occupants of the swamp as the evening fell. The next morning he waited for full sunlight before he climbed down, and then resumed his trip, hoping that the journey wouldn’t be far.


  When he climbed down from the tree he was delighted to find that the trail turned away from the river, and penetrated into the inland swamps, where every third step seemed to squelch mud and moisture. Late in the morning the ground seemed to rise slightly, growing firmer and drier, and shortly after noon Kestrel rounded a bend in the forest path and suddenly saw the city of the imps for the first time.


  It was Blackfriars, a city of spires. Large, tall spires and skinny foundations that rose in the air made a skyline that was not wide, but was extraordinarily high. The imps did not have to climb stairs, he realized. They could simply translocate themselves from one room, or one floor, or one building, to another, thus making multiple flights of stairs no impediment to the height of a building. Kestrel slowed from a jog to a walk, then stopped completely to cool down and rest before he began his official visit to the court of the king of the Swampy Morass.


  “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry,” he called as he stood in the shade, and waited for the sprite to arrive.


  “Elf lover friend,” he heard Dewberry’s voice behind him and turned to see the sprite standing on the ground, “I must ask you not to undress for me when we are so close to my husband’s family home. There’s no telling what rumors they will start!” she laughed, then rose from the ground and floated through the air to give him a friendly kiss on the cheek.


  “You are practically here,” she observed.


  “I am,” Kestrel agreed. “And as soon as I cool down, I’ll put on the fancy jacket I have to wear at court, and come on in. Is there anything in particular I should know?”


  “I have never been a part of these types of ceremonies before, so I cannot tell you myself,” Dewberry answered. “Let me go find my chamberlain for my staff at court,” she suggested. “She’ll know what to do.” With that the blue princess smilingly disappeared, leaving Kestrel to lean back against the closest tree trunk and wait.


  Kestrel stood resting with his eyes closed for only five minutes before Dewberry returned with an imp who was the largest blue being Kestrel had ever seen. Her chamberlain was tall, and stouter in build than any other imp or sprite, almost sizeable enough to pass as a small elf, Kestrel thought.


  “Please sir, make yourself presentable in her highness’s presence,” the chamberlain spoke indignantly, placing a fan in front of Dewberry’s merry eyes to block her view of Kestrel’s exposed torso, though she continued to stare at Kestrel herself.


  “I shall, my lady,” Kestrel replied, working to stifle his smile as he thought of the numerous times he and Dewberry had seen each other unclothed while at the healing spring in the Eastern Forest. He pulled his shirt back on, and buttoned up a pair of the buttons.


  “My apologies,” he told the two blue ladies as the chamberlain folded her fan and tucked it into her waist pocket, barely satisfied that Kestrel was adequately clothed to be seen by her employer.


  “Kestrel is the elf noble who rules the lands next to the Swampy Morass,” Dewberry began to explain. “And he wishes to come to introduce himself to his neighbors.”


  “I am serving as an ambassador from the king of the elves in the Eastern Forest,” Kestrel agreed, “and I want to do all that I can to assure that we have peaceful relations between our lands.


  “I have known Dewberry and Jonson, the prince and princess,” he corrected himself as he saw a scowl developing on the chamberlain’s face in response to his easy familiarity, “for a long time, and we have been companions and partners in many efforts.”


  “Kestrel rescued us when we were caught in the far-land,” Dewberry chimed in, “and he was the one who helped Jonson the time that a monster lizard bit his legs off.”


  The chamberlain’s face grew less rigid as Dewberry spoke, and Kestrel began to have a first glimmer of hope for some success in convincing the imposing figure to help.


  “So you’re no ordinary member of the nobility, irresponsible and idle?” the stout woman asked, “present company excepted of course, ma’am,” she added to Dewberry.


  “No, oh no. I’ve only been elevated to the seat less than a year ago,” Kestrel assured her. “I was working before that. I still am, trying to help defeat these monsters.”


  “Very admirable,” the chamberlain answered.


  “Kestrel dearest, forgive me. This is Mrs. Divers, my chamberlain. I’m so sorry I didn’t mention her name,” Dewberry suddenly interrupted.


  Kestrel stepped forward, then bowed low over Mrs. Divers’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Divers,” he said.


  “I’m a widow, actually,” she spoke up.


  “I’m sorry for your loss,” Kestrel replied.


  “It was many years ago, but thank you for your kind words. Now,” the chamberlain looked about, “we need to get you into the palace and cleaned up, and make an appointment to allow you to be presented to the king, so that we can make an appointment for you to talk to him.”


  “Could I just do both things in one appointment?” Kestrel asked.


  “No – heavens no!” Mrs. Divers replied. “You can’t come as a stranger to ask for favors. First you must be introduced, so that you’re not a stranger any longer. Then you may do your diplomatic duty. The wait between meetings won’t be long, only a few days – certainly less than a week.”


  Kestrel started to protest, then stopped himself. He had planned to spend less than a week among the imps, and he still might, but he had to make peace with the king, and a couple of extra days were not an unbearable cost.


  “Let’s be on our way then, shall we?” Kestrel suggested.


  “You can go along, princess, and I’ll escort our guest to his quarters in the palace. Shouldn’t you be at a recital today anyway?” Divers asked.


  “I’ll go right along,” Dewberry agreed. “Call me later Kestrel, so that Jonson and I can come see you,” she said, and then she was gone.


  “She is such a sweet spirit, so good for the palace with her laughter and energy,” Divers told Kestrel as soon as Dewberry disappeared. “She’s not always the steadiest person to rely on to get things done though.


  “Now, come along and follow me,” the chamberlain urged Kestrel as she started to float gently towards the city of the imps. He gathered up his things and jogged along behind her as she approached and then entered the city.


  The entry into the capital of the imps was unlike any city arrival he had ever known. There was virtually no travel or activity at ground level in Blackfriars – no vendors, no shops, no horses or pedestrians or traffic. Instead there were seemingly randomly spaced bases for the tall towers, from which Kestrel could hear voices and sounds wafting downward indistinctly towards the ground. Many of the buildings seemed to have no doors or windows at all at the ground level.


  Kestrel looked upward and saw the frequent passage of imps and sprites floating through the air from space to space in the upper reaches of the buildings.


  “Here, this is the best building for you,” Kestrel lowered his gaze and saw the chamberlain floating in the air next to a stairwell that was built on the exterior of a round tower. Kestrel obediently went over and started climbing up the stairs, the seemingly endless stairs that even Kestrel’s elven leg muscles began to protest against when he was only three quarters of the way up. When he at last reached the top of the stairs, where they led to a door that entered the tower just below the height at where it widened out into a blossom of extraordinary architecture, he pushed the door open then stepped inside and leaned heavily back against the interior wall and rested, breathing heavily.


  “You’re going to need to bathe, I can see,” Mrs. Divers commented. “Fortunately, there is a guest room in this tower with a bathing suite. Just follow me a little further,” she directed. Kestrel obediently pressed himself away from the wall and followed her through hallways and up three more sets of stairways to reach a wide indoor atrium with skylights, and numerous imps present.


  Blue heads turned, and conversations stopped at the sight of the terrestrial being walking through the imp’s space, and Kestrel wasn’t sure if the astonishment the imps felt was positive or negative, until he heard a single voice break the silence. “That’s the elf that saved Jonson in the other world!” and then boisterous conversation commenced at once, and sporadic applause erupted.


  “We’re almost there!” Divers told Kestrel as she approached a doorway. “You’re quite the well-known hero, aren’t you? I had no idea,” she commented as they entered a quiet lobby, and then she led Kestrel to a doorway that opened upon his very own guest room.


  “Your bath is right through this door,” the chamberlain obligingly showed him the way to the bath.


  Kestrel dropped all his belongings on the floor in the center of his room, then went to the bath and pulled off his shirt again without thinking, glad to be free of the damp cloth. He turned on the spigot to begin running a bath, then pulled off his boots. He was just preparing to unbuckle his belt when he realized that Mrs. Divers was still in the bathroom with him, watching him undress.


  “I’m sorry, my lady,” he apologized for his unseemly actions.


  “No apology required this time,” she said as she cleared her throat. “Do you need anything? Do you have any questions I can answer for you at the moment?”


  “No, I’ll just clean up and rest a bit, then come out into the public space. Shall I call you or will you call me next?” he asked.


  “I’ll call upon you this evening,” Mrs. Divers answered, and then she was gone.


  Late that afternoon, after his bath and a nap, Kestrel ventured out of his room, back into the large public space where imps were gathered and socializing with energy. His appearance again caused the crowd to grow profoundly quiet, and Kestrel noticed that a few even disappeared, wafting themselves away from the plaza.


  “Has anyone seen Dewberry or Jonson?” he asked aloud, before he called for them.


  “I’ll go get them for you,” a voice cried out, while new conversations began to twitter aloud.


  Moments later, Jonson appeared. “Kestrel! You’re here! This is a great honor, to have the paramount warrior of the free world here among our people,” the broad-shouldered blue imp announced as he hugged Kestrel. “Would you like to go to court now and meet father?”


  “For my introduction?” Kestrel asked. “Mrs. Divers said I’d have to meet the king for an introduction, then come back to ask a favor, but she didn’t make it sound like I’d meet your father so quickly.”


  “Two meetings? That seems odd, although I’m sure she knows what she’s about,” Jonson dismissed the chamberlain’s etiquette suggestion. “However, since I’m the crown prince, we can perhaps cut through some protocol and just go to the court.


  “Wait here just a minute,” he called before he disappeared. Moments later he returned with two other imps. “These are my brother and sister; you may remember meeting them at the healing spring once upon a time, the first time we met as a matter of fact, when we helped you transport your injured woman friend to the spring.”


  Jonson and the others led Kestrel to a window, as the other imps in the room resumed their conversations. “Could you jump to that building?” Jonson asked, pointing to the tower next door.


  “Yes,” Kestrel answered with a puzzled tone.


  “That’s where father is holding court tonight; it’s his favorite chamber. None of the rest of us like it, but he switched his preferences and decided this was the one for him,” Jonson answered. “If you could jump from here to there so that we don’t have to give you a lift, he can’t get upset at us, and he’ll have to be pleased with you for having traveled so far completely on your own.”


  “Could I go to an upper floor to jump across, to have a little extra distance?” Kestrel asked, and the imps led him up to a nice balcony and hallway he used for his sprint and leap far out into the open, sailing above the open air that descended several stories down to the ground below. He landed lightly on his feet on a wide plaza balcony that was his target.


  “Excellently done!” Jonson’s brother cried.


  “Let’s go meet papa,” the princess imp suggested, “he’ll be in a good mood knowing that dinner is only a few minutes away.”


  Just then Dewberry and Mrs. Divers arrived. “What are you doing?” the chamberlain asked.


  “We decided to bring Kestrel over to meet father before dinner,” Jonson said. “Would you like to join us?” he asked in a tone that made it clear they would not be diverted.


  “Certainly, your highness,” Mrs. Divers answered deferentially, and she fell in line behind the other blue bodies that floated just above the floor as they surrounded Kestrel and shepherded him along a corridor. They reached a large pair of doors outside of which a pair of guards stood at rigid attention, the most disciplined appearance Kestrel had seen among anyone in the capital of the imps.


  “We’re bringing an ambassador to see his highness,” Jonson told the guards as he pulled one of the doors open and allowed everyone to enter.


  Inside Kestrel discovered a large hearing room, in which a cluster of imps with musical instruments stood at one end, chatting until they fell silent upon Kestrel’s entry, while at the other end the imp who was clearly king floated above an ornate dais, surrounded by four guards and a trio of other imps who were apparent royal advisors, while a few others floated between the ends.


  The room instantly fell into silence as all eyes spotted Kestrel.


  “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” asked one of the advisors.


  “It would be considered unseemly in polite company for a son’s visit to his father to be called an intrusion,” Jonson said coolly.


  “My apologies,” the imp answered without contrition.


  “Welcome, my son, and all. Please come introduce your surprising guest,” the king spoke up.


  “Father,” Jonson said as he approached the dais, “please allow me to introduce an emissary who comes from the elven kingdom. This is Kestrel, now the lord of the elven lands that border upon your kingdom, the Warden, as the elves style the position, and more importantly, the great friend of Dewberry, myself, and all the imps who were rescued from captivity in the other lands. Kestrel is the elf warrior who has battled ceaselessly against these monster lizards, the Viathins, that endanger our lands.”


  The king and his advisors grew visibly tense at the introduction of Kestrel, and even the body guards changed their posture, Kestrel noted with surprise.


  “Your majesty, I was surprised when the elven king named me as the Warden of the Marches last fall. I apologize that I have not been a good neighbor and paid a visit to you sooner. I have known your heir from the time before I ever imagined that I would be in this position, and I hope that I can have a friendship between your people and lands and my people and lands, a friendship that will be as strong as my friendship with your son,” Kestrel made his speech, hoping that he was patching up the perceived slight he had created by not coming to speak to the king sooner. He didn’t see any way that he could have come to see the king any sooner, but there was no point in quibbling over the points of his activities since his appointment to the nobility.


  “What can I do to demonstrate my sincere desire for friendship between our peoples?” he asked.


  Jonson nodded encouragingly to Kestrel, as one of the advisors to the king floated over and whispered in the monarch’s ear. “Neighbor,” the king spoke aloud to Kestrel, “is it true that even though you are an elf, you were named by a human goddess to be the champion of that race?”


  “Yes, your majesty, that is true,” Kestrel answered, surprised by the question.


  “And did the goddess bestow her favor upon you by placing a protective marking over your chest, making you impervious to arrows and attacks? May we see that legendary marking?” the king asked.


  “The mark is gone, your highness,” Kestrel answered. “The goddess did give me her protection, but I had to surrender it, when I was with Jonson and Dewberry and the others.”


  “So you have no such protection any longer?” the king repeated.


  “No my lord,” Kestrel confirmed, confused by the line of questioning.


  The king turned to the advisor who had spoken to him. “Go ahead,” he said.


  “Shoot him!” the advisor turned to the guards surrounding the king. “All of you shoot him dead! He is an enemy of our greater goals!”


  Three of the guards pulled bows off their backs to the astonishment of Kestrel, and hastily took aim at him, while the fourth guard disappeared. Kestrel stared in horror at Jonson for a moment, then dove to the ground and rolled away as the fourth guard reappeared behind where Kestrel had stood, his knife poised to strike a blow, and three arrows were launched at the same location.


  The translocated guard was pierced by all the arrows with Kestrel’s quick dive out of the way and fell to the ground, as the room erupted in screams and shouts. Dewberry disappeared, Kestrel saw, as he rolled back behind the body of the dead guard, pulled a knife from out of his belt and hastily hurled it at one of the arrow-shooting guards.


  A second flurry of arrows flew at Kestrel, and one sank into his left shoulder. At the same time, the knife Kestrel had thrown pierced the chest of its targeted guard, dropping him to the ground.


  “Father! Father, what madness is this?” Jonson cried.


  “Shoot them!” Dewberry cried, as she returned to the room, and a pair of sprite archers with her shot at the guards, hitting them both.


  Suddenly bereft of their arms men, the king and his counselors looked at one another, then the counselors surrounded the king and they disappeared from the room.


  “Kestrel beloved, are you alright?” Dewberry asked as she whizzed through the chamber to settle in beside him as he lay on the floor gasping in pain and shock.


  “I think so,” he answered. “What happened? Will they come back?”


  “Jonson, will the criminals return to commit more crime?” Dewberry called loudly.


  “I do not know. I cannot comprehend what has happened here,” Jonson answered in shock.


  And at that moment a squad of armed imp guards appeared near the ceiling of the room, and plunged downward, knives held in front of them.


  “Jonson! Help me!” Dewberry screamed as the warriors approached.


  Jonson appeared next to Dewberry and Kestrel. “Just we two!” he shouted, and as the tips of the attacking knives appeared ready to skewer the two young lovers and Kestrel, the three of them translocated away from the bloody throne room. Kestrel tried to focus his attention on what was happening – he was still stunned by the unexpected attack, and he slowly realized as they left the throne room that they seemed to be hanging in the dark, airless void for longer than usual without arriving at a new location. Just as he wondered how he could manage to ask a question of his two friends to find out what their situation was, they suddenly were back in a world of breathable air, bright sunshine, and the calming sounds of water running through a forest.


  Kestrel gasped loudly, inhaling air in great gulps, then he turned, and saw another horrific sight – both Dewberry and Jonson had knives protruding from their stomachs, and neither was conscious. “Dear goddess!” Kestrel gasped, and he rolled over, despite the pain of the arrow in his shoulder to stare at the deadly injuries more closely. At that moment the rest of his environment came into focus, and he realized he was lying on the grassy bank of the healing spring in the Eastern Forest.


  He struggled up and grabbed Dewberry with his good hand, and pulled her over to the water, where he plunged her into the water, then did the same with Jonson. Kestrel eased himself into the water beside them, to first splash some of the healing liquid upon his shoulder, a handful at a time, and then to examine his two rescuers closely. They were both alive, he saw with relief, and they were unconscious, deeply unconscious now that they were plunged into the waters of the spring, he knew.


  Kestrel looked at the knives that protruded in ghastly fashion from the two torsos. Cautiously, he pinched two fingers on the small knife that had been carried to the spring by Dewberry’s body, and he gently extracted it from his friend, then threw the knife up onto the bank. Satisfied that there was no reaction from the sprite, and seeing no gush of blood from the wound, as the flowing magical water steadily washed its healing powers over the injury, Kestrel reached across Dewberry, and silently did the same for her husband. Then he tried to use the imp-sized knife to help him remove the arrow from his own flesh, but gave up at the impossibility of carrying out the painful procedure with only one hand.


  After that, he just sat and stared at the forest, and tried to decipher what had happened at the court of the imp king. How and why had Jonson’s father acted so treacherously? Jonson and all the other sprites appeared to have been as completely shocked as Kestrel had been by the ambush that had taken place.


  The minds of imps and the sprites weren’t supposed to be able to be controlled by the Viathins. Kestrel couldn’t understand how the imp king could have ordered such a terrible attack without being under the influence of the Viathins, and he couldn’t figure out how the Viathins could have exercised their powers over the king. It was a conundrum that had no answer.


  Kestrel was also curious about the way the king had departed; he had appeared to rely on his advisors to carry him away, just as Kestrel had to rely on sprites and imps to carry him about. Could there be some peculiar illness that both deprived imps of their powers to travel and also caused temporary insanity, he wondered?


  He would have to wait for Dewberry and Jonson to heal and revive, he told himself, and he would have to thank them for having saved his life.


  When the sun had crept far across the afternoon sky, he judged that the two small blue beings had soaked in the healing water long enough to carry their bodies back towards health. He still carried the shaft of the small arrow in his own shoulder, which slowed his work as he lifted each of his friends from the water, then laid them on the grassy bank by the spring-fed pool of water.


  He poked Dewberry gently, until he saw her face twitch finally, and he knew he was rousing her from the extraordinary dreams that the spring water induced. “Kestrel dearest,” she smiled at him after her eyes opened. “I had such lovely dreams.


  “Where are we? Your arm? The palace?” the disturbing reality of her situation flew at her, and her hand felt the spot in her stomach where she had been injured; her fingers played in the wet cloth material, poking through the hole where the knife that had stabbed her had sliced through her clothes.


  “Oh injured friend,” Dewberry said as she sat up. “We saw the worst thing I have ever seen. One can expect treachery from enemies, but I never thought to see such betrayal from any of the blue folk, let alone our own royal family.”


  She reached over and began to stroke Jonson’s face as she cooed in his ear until he also awoke. He went through a similar reorientation of shock and dismay as he accepted the situation. “What can we do for you, Kestrel ally?” he asked, motioning towards the dart that stuck out from his flesh.


  “Can one of you cut this out for me?” Kestrel asked. “The water will heal it.”


  The sprite and the imp looked at one another. “We’ll go fetch your doctor lover to come take care of you,” Dewberry said. “Don’t go anywhere.” And without even standing up, they both were gone. Kestrel laid back on the turf and sighed; he’d gone a long time without having to rely upon Alicia for surgical care, whether cosmetic or medical necessity, and he hadn’t expected to resume his doctor visits with her, especially not immediately, for injuries given by imps. He considered whether he should talk to her while they would be together, to let her know that Giardell would be with him as he headed into Hydrotaz. It was something better left unsaid, he concluded, not to be brought to her attention needlessly.


  “And just like that, it’s ‘call on good old Alicia’ to heal me because I stepped in front of another deadly weapon” he heard a woman’s voice say, and he opened his eyes to look up into her face bent over him, examining his shoulder.


  “I’m just as comfortable seeing you here as I am back in Center Trunk, I think,” Kestrel replied, as Alicia opened her bag and pulled out instruments. Dewberry, Jonson, and another imp fluttered in the background. He turned his head and looked away as he felt the pain of her knife enter his flesh, and then the pain diminished as she withdrew the arrow.


  “So tell me what happened,” she instructed him as she removed his shirt from his torso, then wrapped white linen around his shoulder and laved spring water over the wound. Kestrel began to recite the confusing story of the sudden attack, as she listened and stared at his chest, then tentatively placed her hand upon the spot where the raised scars of Kai’s handprint remained, left behind when Robaske had lifted away the tattoo-shield on his chest.


  “Her hand and mine are the same size,” Alicia murmured. “So how do you explain this?” she referred to Kestrel’s story as she spoke up in a more conversational tone, and turned to look at Jonson.


  “I have tried and tried and tried, healer friend, to understand, but I do not,” Jonson said.


  “Jonson, your father appeared to need others to carry him away from the throne room,” Kestrel interjected. “When they left, the four advisors gathered around him and then they translocated away. Does that seem right?”


  Jonson sat silently, until Dewberry spoke up. “I haven’t seen your father make movement through space on his own since we returned, dear heart.”


  “Well, surely he’s,” Jonson started to protest. “I don’t know,” he started again, after a pause. “What could it mean?”


  “What do we do now?” Kestrel looked at each of the blue people present.


  “We have to go back right away, and let our people know, and try to set things right,” Jonson said.


  “Before we go, would you take Alicia back to Center Trunk, and when you come back here, bring every weapon that Alicia can procure for me – elven bow and arrows, a bandolier of knives, if there are any to be had in the armory,” he looked at Alicia.


  “Of course, I’ll tell Silvan to write an order immediately,” she confirmed. She removed her hand from his chest at last, and started to stand. “You be careful, Kestrel,” she added, then bent and kissed his cheek. “I like to see you, but it needn’t always be when you have to be healed!”


  The imps gathered around her and disappeared, leaving Kestrel alone again by the spring. He sat there in puzzled dismay until his friends returned minutes later, carrying an assortment of weapons that he was pleased to see, especially a staff. “I didn’t even bother to ask – I was sure we wouldn’t have a staff in the armory!” he said gleefully. “I’m ready to go,” he said moments later as he strapped the bandolier of knives over his still painful shoulder.


  “We will take you back to the place where we first saw you in the city towers,” Jonson said. “Dewberry will remain with you, while I will go round up and alert others who need to know, so that we can plan a way to address this problem. I do not know exactly what to do,” the imp admitted sadly.


  They proceeded to return to the tower chamber Kestrel had been in when Jonson had met him, and they were immediately surrounded by a flock of imps anxious to listen to stories about what had happened, as rumors circulated wildly throughout their community. Kestrel and Dewberry went back to the sleeping chamber Kestrel had occupied earlier, and sat down against the wall, while Jonson promised to return quickly once he had a plan in place.


  Kestrel pulled a knife from his bandolier and held it in his right hand, ready to throw quickly if needed. “Kestrel-bravest, I am so sorry this has happened,” Dewberry said as she leaned against him and the wall. “The father-king, Ingyld, was always a warm-hearted person. He was different when we returned from the other place, but we just thought that was due to the stress of our disappearance for so long.”


  As she finished speaking, Mrs. Divers suddenly appeared. Kestrel’s arm cocked back, ready to throw at the startling arrival, but he stopped his arm’s forward motion as he recognized the unusual dimensions of the chamberlain.


  “Heavens! Please don’t throw!” she squealed in a surprisingly high voice as she saw the knife in Kestrel’s hand.


  “Thank you,” she said moments later. “I came in search of you, to find out if you were all right after that battle, that horrible battle.


  “I’m not sure it is proper for the two of you to be here alone like this,” she suggested moments later as she floated over next to Kestrel on the side opposite from Dewberry, and settled to the floor. “For your highness’s sake, I will stay here as a chaperone,” she announced as she too leaned against Kestrel.


  He looked at her and nodded politely as he smiled at her, then suddenly whipped his arm forward and tossed his knife, then grabbed another and threw it as well as two imp guards appeared overhead carrying pikes, and dropped, thrusting their weapons forward towards the trio on the floor. Kestrel’s daggers flew true, and struck the two attackers in their torsos, knocking both of them from the air, so that they hit the floor and skidded forward, stopping just short of Kestrel’s feet.


  Divers let out a belated scream, one that lasted so long and pierced Kestrel’s brain so painfully that he clamped a hand over her mouth to stop the noise. With the scream a dozen other imps suddenly popped into the room, and Kestrel hurried pulled out another knife as he scanned the crowd and determined that none carried weapons.


  “We are safe, my friends. The great warrior has won again!” Dewberry stood up and announced loudly.


  “Why are they attacking him?” someone asked from the crowd.


  “We don’t know,” Dewberry replied. “It started without warning. There was no explanation for why they attacked my fervent, devoted admirer,” she added to a round of titters.


  And at that moment, a dozen guard members arrived to attack Kestrel. They found themselves intermixed among the other arrivals, much to their confusion, and the crowd started to attack the guards immediately, impulsively, sending some guard members fleeing, while others fell to the floor, wounded or unconscious.


  Kestrel whipped his bow off his shoulder and notched an arrow, ready to fire at any clear target he could find among the attackers, but the shifting kaleidoscope of activity prevented him from shooting any good arrows until half the guards were subdued. Kestrel shot two of them, and the rest fled in disarray.


  “Jonson’s in a battle back at the main royal chamber!” a new imp announced as he arrived, causing shouts of concern. Half the imps immediately disappeared.


  “We’ve got to go help!” Kestrel shouted. He picked up his supplies and ran out of the room, then lunged up a set of stairs and sprinted to the balcony that faced the other tower with royal chambers, leaping again into the open space between the towers, and letting his elven legs and weight carry him across the chasm. He landed on his feet and kept running, going straight to the doors of the chamber he had been in before.


  As soon as he opened the door he saw the pandemonium within, where imps battled imps in a fierce contest that filled the room from floor to ceiling. Kestrel knelt and pulled his bow off his shoulder again, then began shooting at targets, particularly aiming at the noble counselors he recognized who had supported the king during the earlier audience and melee in the room. He brought down three of the four counselors he spotted, and fired arrows at other targets, until he came under attack from a trio of imps, and had to use his new staff with a desperate flurry of blocks and jabs that barely kept him whole until Jonson came to his rescue and helped him defeat his attackers.


  “Thank you!” Kestrel shouted.


  “I’m happy to finally return the favor!” Jonson shouted back with a smile, and then he was off to another corner of the room.


  The momentum of the battle shifted in favor of Jonson’s force. Kestrel continued to take shots at the king’s forces where he saw clear opportunities, but otherwise stood back and scanned the battlefield that rose and fell as much as it flowed left or right. As much as he could, Kestrel kept his eye on the king, who was present and standing on the dais shouting encouragement to his forces. Kestrel felt constrained to not shoot his own arrows at the royal target, knowing that the imps had to handle their king in their own way.


  As it became apparent that Jonson was going to win the battle in the receiving room, the king grew shriller in his shouts, but did not depart, Kestrel saw. When at last Jonson’s forces had command of the area, Jonson himself floated over to stand in front of his father, who still had one of his advisors alive and standing beside him.


  “What has happened today, father?” Jonson asked in a sad tone. “What has happened to you? Why did you attack our friend?”


  As Jonson spoke, Kestrel started to walk towards the front of the room, stepping over dead bodies on his way. As he walked, he watched the king and the advisor while Jonson asked his questions. The advisor began to hurriedly reach into his cloak, and Kestrel suspected there was a weapon hidden within, providing a last second means of assassinating Jonson. Kestrel ripped a knife off of his bandolier and threw it at the counselor.


  The throw was too late however, but the results were so shocking that Kestrel didn’t realize later what he had intended and what had happened. His knife had flown at where he expected the advisor to be as the imp lunged to attack Jonson. Though Kestrel had intended to protect his friend, it turned out to be unnecessary, as the counselor pulled out a long-bladed knife and attacked not Jonson, but the king instead.


  “I’ll help our people!” the advisor shouted, as he pushed his blade unexpectedly into the king’s chest, just as Kestrel’s own knife arrived. Kestrel had aimed for where he expected the counselor to move to, so the knife did not hit the counselor squarely in the chest above the heart, but instead hit the killer in his right chest, causing him to collapse while his own hand was still holding the knife that protruded from the king’s chest.


  Kestrel stared in horror at the situation, as Jonson gasped, and reached out to his father.


  But instead of falling to the floor, the king shocked everyone still alive in the room, and made Jonson step back in horror. The king reacted to the fatal knife stabbing by shuddering horrifically, and then his face and the body began an extraordinary change, one that Kestrel recognized within seconds, and felt sickened by. The skin grew darker and scaly, while the hair shriveled away. The face became a snout and beady eyes, while the legs shortened and the body lengthened. Within moments Kestrel was looking at the same creature he had seen in the cave on Albanu, the same type of monster that Moorin had turned out to be.


  The king of the imps had not been the true king, but had been an imposter, a Viathin playing a role!


  “You may win this small battle, but the war is far underway, and we will win. We will conquer and ravage and consume your soft world,” the scaly creature said as it fell to its knees. It grinned an evil leer at Jonson, turned to look at Kestrel, and then collapsed to the floor, dead.


  Jonson looked down at the body in utter shock, then began to cry a heartfelt wail of pain and grief that struck Kestrel’s soul in its profound expression of loss. “Where is my father?” Jonson cried.


  The remaining imps in the room were flying about in uncontrollable panic and fear, unable to comprehend the scene that had opened before them. Kestrel reached up into the air and grabbed the ankle of a guard that was flying by sobbing inconsolably.


  “Go find Jonson’s brothers and sisters and bring them here. Then go find his best friends and bring them here. We’ve got to bring the leaders of the imps together immediately!” Kestrel directed the guard.


  “Yes, my lord,” the guard replied, seemingly glad to have some direction to follow.


  “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry!” Kestrel called, summoning the wife of the bereft prince.


  “Kestrel! You’re alive!” Dewberry arrived immediately, and she grabbed Kestrel tightly in a fierce hug, one in which her small arms failed to reach completely around his shoulders.


  “Dear heart,” Kestrel murmured, “thank you for coming. The king is dead; the king was not the king – he was a Viathin monster imposter who is dead now, and Jonson is at a loss. Go comfort your groom. He needs your love,” Kestrel urged, directing Dewberry to where Jonson knelt on the dais in the front of the room.


  With a cry, Dewberry left Kestrel and physically ran to Jonson, who she embraced with a hug that he fiercely returned, while tears continued to stream down his cheeks.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 22 – Oaktown Reunions


  


  Three days later, Kestrel left the capital city of the imps, after attending a memorial service for King Ingyld, whose body was never found. Jonson had been quietly installed as the ruling monarch of the shocked nation, and had declared that his highest priority was to hunt down and kill every monster lizard that could be found among the rivers and swamps of the Morass.


  He had also granted Kestrel an extraordinary favor – a personal guard of four imps who would accompany Kestrel through his campaign against the Viathins, and fetch more imps and sprites as Kestrel might feel he needed in cases of conflict. The imps paid immediate dividends to Kestrel by teleporting him to the edge of the Swampy Morass, saving him two days of travel through the swamp, and they convivially floated along in his wake as he ran back to Oaktown to prepare his forces to depart from there to go to Hydrotaz. Unfortunately, his companions had never been to Oaktown to know the way there, so they were traveling the roads back to the town that Kestrel now called his home.


  Kestrel was still in shock from what had happened in Blackfriars, and the day that he spent running back to his manor was an opportunity for his mind to mull what he had seen. Thrice now, he had seen these new versions of the Viathins, the chameleon-like ones that changed and flawlessly adopted the appearance of some other being. The imitations were flawless, and Kestrel wondered how many more might exist. The new question of identity would be a troublesome one to address.


  Kestrel considered the ways that could be used to detect such imitators – the water that he had carried with him from Decimindion might provide a way to test a suspect. No Viathin should be able to stand to drink the water, he reasoned, but the thought of making the people around him constantly drink from the water skin seemed absurd. There would have to be an answer, and Kestrel would talk to others – perhaps Silvan would have advice, he decided, then remembered that his new imp companions had not been to Center Trunk to know how to travel there, ending his hope of going for a quick chat.


  Kestrel took joy in one thing that had happened after the battle; he had recovered the first knife he had thrown, the knife he named Lucretia. In the confusion of fighting and fleeing from the initial outbreak of battle in the throne room, he hadn’t expected to find the blade again, but it had turned up in a pile of scavenged weapons, and he had been happy to place it in the sheath on his hip again, a sentimental favorite.


  After a long day of travel and thought, Kestrel and the imps arrived after sunset at his manor in Oaktown. The imps caused a considerable stir in the manor, and Kestrel saw numerous members of the staff peering in at any given time to catch a glimpse of the unusual visitors, as he and his small companions ate an informal meal in the kitchen. He then left the imps alone in a pair of rooms he had assigned to them, and walked through the darkness outside to find the campsite where his battalion of archers had been assigned to await him, some in tents, some in trees.


  Guards were posted around the perimeter, Kestrel was pleased to see, and he was escorted to the tent where Giardell was sitting on a cot with a travel desk in his lap, working by candle light on paper work needed for the soldiers under his leadership. He stood up, momentarily annoyed at the interruption of his work time, until the guard at the tent flap spoke. “Lord Kestrel to see Captain Giardell,” at which Giardell’s eyes lit up and he dismissed the guard, then grasped both of Kestrel’s hands in his in a firm and fervent clasp. It was a sign of his appreciation, Kestrel knew, a silent means of communication more powerful than any words.


  “Kestrel, you can’t imagine how much I appreciate this,” Giardell finally said.


  “Giardell, I appreciate having the one Guardsman in Center Trunk I have absolute faith in. There’s no one who I know who will do a better job of controlling this outfit on a very difficult assignment,” Kestrel answered, as they released their grips and sat down.


  “I don’t really think it’s that hard,” Giardell replied. “They’re all on pins and needles, excited and frightened to be serving in your cause. You’re the warrior who works for the gods, kills the yeti, travels with the sprites, has eyes like a gnome, and lives among humans! They’re determined to live up to your expectations, or die trying.”


  “Well, we don’t want to see any of them die, so I’m sure they’ll meet my expectations,” Kestrel blithely answered. He knew how hard it was going to be for the elves to remain calm among the strangeness of the human culture. Combat would in many ways be the best environment for the elves to experience, because it would keep them focused on their mission.


  Together the two talked for more than an hour. “I need to let you finish up and rest,” Kestrel said at last as he stood. “Will you be ready to depart the day after tomorrow?” he asked.


  “We could leave before daybreak tomorrow if you wanted us to,” Giardell said assuredly.


  “We won’t do that,” Kestrel assured his friend. “I’ll need to attend to a few local matters tomorrow before I’ll be ready to go.”


  When he returned to the manor house, he was ready to go to bed, exhausted from his long day of travel. With a candle, and a strange sidelong glance from the housekeeper, Kestrel climbed the stairs and went down the hall to the luxurious suite that was his, one that was just across the hall from the room the imps occupied.


  He’d slept in the room before, but it was still a strange room, one he didn’t know, and the flicker of the candle cast shadows that seemed odd to Kestrel, as tired as he was. There was someone in his bed, he saw, creating a mound beneath the covers, he was certain of that regardless of the quality of the light the candle spread forth.


  He drew a knife, cautious and ready, then re-sheathed the weapon a moment later. “Kestrel, is that you?” he heard Lucretia’s voice call, and he looked past the glowing candle flame to see her head emerge from under the sheets on the bed.


  “Lucretia! You came!” he said with delight, then had a reflexive moment of doubt.


  “Stay right here; I’ll be right back,” he told her, then stepped back out into the hall and considered what to do. Was this the real Lucretia, he wondered, or could there be another of the evolved Viathins already seeking to insinuate itself into his life again?


  “I’m back,” he said cheerfully a moment later when he returned to the room, and saw the pleased, but puzzled, look on Lucretia’s face as she climbed out of the bed and came to greet him. They hugged, and then looked at one another closely.


  “What is it Kestrel?” Lucretia asked.


  “I want you to do a favor for me, without asking any questions,” he said.


  “Of course,” Lucretia said. “Anything for you. That’s why I’m here.”


  “Here; take a drink of this,” Kestrel held up his ever-full water skin from Decimindion.


  “What is it? Are you trying to get me drunk?” Lucretia asked with a grin. She sniffed the spout. “It doesn’t smell like wine. What is it?”


  “No questions – just drink,” Kestrel replied.


  Without any hesitation, Lucretia put the spout to her lips, her eyes watching Kestrel as she did. She stopped momentarily, then took a drink, and handed the skin back to him.


  “Well?” she asked.


  “One other thing,” Kestrel replied. He pulled his knife named Lucretia out of the sheath on his hip. “I’d like to see a drop of your blood.”


  “Kestrel, what in the world is this all about? You ask me to run across the entire length of the Eastern Forest to join you, and you expect me to go with you back to the human lands, and now that I’m here, you’re putting me through these senseless tests?” Lucretia asked in exasperation.


  Kestrel reached out and grabbed her wrist, then quickly jabbed the point of his knife into the tip of a finger. He squeezed the finger as Lucretia shouted in surprise, then pulled the finger close to the flame of the candle and looked closely at the red color. Satisfied that it was not the black blood of a Viathin, Kestrel released his hold on Lucretia and put his knife away.


  “What in the name of the world is wrong with you?” Lucretia shouted in anger. She took two steps backwards away from Kestrel.


  “I just had to be sure,” Kestrel replied. “I had to check. Let me tell you a story, Lucretia, now that I know it’s you.”


  “Of course it’s me! Taking a drink of water doesn’t prove that! You’re crazy!” the angry elf maiden replied.


  “I, I just came from Blackfriars,” Kestrel tried to explain. “The king of the imps was an imposter, a Viathin that had changed to look just like the king. And a month before that, I was traveling with an elf duchess – I thought she was an elf duchess from the North Forest – and she turned out to be a Viathin changeling too. The Viathins are the name of the monster lizards,” Kestrel explained. “And now, I just don’t know how to believe that anyone is who they seem to be.” He walked in to the room and sat down on the bed, then began to pull his boots off while Lucretia grudgingly came and sat down beside him.


  “Really? It was that real that it’s rattled you this much?” she asked without rancor.


  “Really,” Kestrel replied flatly. He flopped backwards on the bed and lay on his back.


  You can’t do this, Kestrel,” Lucretia told him earnestly. “You can’t start distrusting every person every day, no matter how much it seems otherwise. No one will work for you; no one will trust you if you start putting them through this all the time.”


  Kestrel reached forward and let his hand slowly rub circles on her back. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. “But how can I feel safe?”


  “Trust Kere,” Lucretia told him. “Let her watch out for you. You’re still alive even after two of these imposters, aren’t you?


  “Besides,” she added, “how could you have doubted me? Weren’t your reasonable senses overcome by the mere fact that I was waiting for you in your bed? Wasn’t your mind inflamed with passion at the thought of me on your mattress, beneath your covers?” he could tell she was grinning, even though he couldn’t see her face, and he knew she had forgiven him for testing her.


  “I figured that was where you could be most dangerous,” he answered.


  “Oh you!” she stood and turned around to face him with a scowl. “Just for that, you owe me a complete back rub,” she demanded before she lay down in her stomach and motioned for him to begin.


  Kestrel rubbed her back, soothing and stretching the muscles for a long time as the two of them talked, each telling about their adventures since they had separated the previous autumn; Lucretia told Kestrel that his request for her to join his force had come just as she had finally grown restless with the quiet life in the village of Kerbeen. They chatted on, and eventually Kestrel fell asleep, lying down next to her, his hand still gently circling around the small of her back as his eyes shut for good.


  When Kestrel’s servant entered the room with a tray of breakfast foods the next morning the butler was surprised to see the two of them lying crosswise on top of the bed, both still wearing the clothes they had fallen asleep in the night before, Kestrel’s hand on Lucretia’s back. He quietly put the tray atop a stand near the bed, then left the room.


  Kestrel awoke soon afterwards, and found that Lucretia had already discovered both the tray of food and the bath with the running water. “I’ll stay here all day Kestrel, while you go out and do things. We don’t have bathtubs in Kerbeen,” she said brightly as he entered the bathroom. Soon afterwards, Kestrel was out about the manor and the town and the battalion’s camp, running chores and checking on preparations, while Lucretia remained at the manor and indulged in relaxation she felt she earned after running all the way to the manor the previous several days. Kestrel and Giardell agreed that the battalion would leave Oaktown the following day, and that night Giardell and Lucretia and Kestrel had dinner together at the Manor.


  “I remember how green you were that first time I saw you show up with the messenger tube at Silvan’s office,” the Guard officer laughed as they ate, “And now look at you, the Warden of the Marches and lord of the manor.”


  “But you and I could both still put him in his place if he got too big for his britches!” Lucretia promptly added. The easy interaction between his two friends gladdened Kestrel’s heart, knowing as he did of the low points they each had reached in their recent lives.


  The following two days saw the battalion of archers leave Oaktown, ending the extraordinary, short-term excitement the town had enjoyed by being an encampment town. The archers were all in high spirits as they ran through the forest on their journey, headed north around the borders of the Swampy Morass, and remained in good spirits until they reached the end of the forest, a relatively narrow stretch of transition from deep woods and tall trees to open pastures and disconnected wood lots at the edge of the lands of the men of Hydrotaz. A few of the elves had fought in the skirmish that had occurred in the vicinity two years earlier, as a distraction from the fire set along the northern border, and talked to their companions about the event as they reached the open road.


  Kestrel’s imps made a considerable impression on the battalion, until Kestrel finally decided to dismiss them back to their homes. There were likely to be no immediate needs for their help during the trip over to Hydrotaz, and they were a distraction as much as anything else. The blue warriors accepted the opportunity to return home once they received Kestrel’s assurance that he would call them to rejoin him when danger drew near.


  Kestrel halted the battalion in the woods, and left Lucretia to serve as their translator if needed, while he ran up the road to the village and found Mitchell’s squad at the inn, pleased to see his return, though apprehensive about actually facing a battalion of elven archers. That day the connection between the human squad and the elven battalion was made, and the residents of that village and others along the road were treated to the astonishing sight of elves trotting peacefully along the roadway with accompanying guards in Hydrotaz uniforms.


  When they approached the outskirts of Hydrotaz city the next morning, Kestrel sent Mitchell ahead to alert the palace of their arrival, and invited Yulia’s general staff out to watch a demonstration of archery skills from the elven battalion. Mitchell returned with a note that she and her staff would join Kestrel, and bring Hydrotaz archers as well, which resulted in an impromptu tournament as human and elven archers competed in shooting at targets, while the two staffs mingled in a tented pavilion that was hastily erected. Lucretia provided translation service for Giardell and the other elves, her human language ability rusty and hesitant at first, but she grew more comfortable, and turned to Kestrel for help less frequently as the day progressed.


  In the late afternoon, Yulia, Ferris, Kestrel, Giardell and Lucretia gathered around a table with a series of large maps, and began to look at the battlefield predicament they faced.


  “The Graylee forces are starting to move towards our city,” Ferris explain, pointing to the relative locations of the city, the river, and the invaders on the map. “You’ve gotten here with just a day or two to spare. “We’d like for your battalion to position yourselves on the top of this bluff looking down on the road along the river; that will close off their ability to completely encircle the city, so we won’t be besieged.”


  Kestrel waited as Lucretia translated for Giardell, and they all studied the map.


  “How large is the invading force?” Kestrel asked.


  “It’s four times the size of our force, including your men,” Yulia answered grimly.


  Kestrel looked at the map again. “If they start to get around us, we’ll be cut off from the city,” he observed.


  “Your best choice in that situation would be to keep your northern flank open as your escape route. That’ll take you away from the city,” Ferris replied.


  “And we’ll be of no further use to you,” Kestrel added. “Will you be able to give us any of your archers with their longer range bows?” He asked after a pause.


  Yulia looked at Ferris momentarily. “We can arrange for you to have a squad; I want Greysen to lead it.” She waited until Ferris gave a curt nod of agreement.


  “Go put your men in position,” Ferris said. “Greysen will join you tomorrow morning.” With that there was a round of farewells, and the humans of Hydrotaz returned to the city, while Kestrel and the elves began circling around the fields outside the city walls and climbed up the slope to reach the crown of the bluff that looked down at the river on the front side, and at the walls of the city not too far away on their left.


  “We’ll take our stand here,” Kestrel told his troops as they gathered around, “for as long as we can. When the Graylee forces come this way, we’ll make them think they’ve entered the Eastern Forest when we let our arrows loose on them. We’ll have humans with their strong shoulders up here to help us pick off the farthest targets, while your arrows will aim first for the officers and the leaders, then aim for the supplies -- the horses and the cart drivers who are in easy range. Then aim for anything else that moves down there.


  “Now,” he concluded his brief directions, “let’s start piling up a barricade around the top of the bluff. What would you tell them, Giardell?” he asked.


  “Only a few of you should be visible to them until we know that all the main targets are within certain range,” Giardell instructed. “Let the lead of the column start to get past us before we bring everyone up.


  “When you talk about aiming for the wagons, are you thinking of trying to resupply from their supplies?” he turned to ask Kestrel.


  “That’s exactly what I had in mind,” Kestrel grimly agreed.


  The elves started gathering tree limbs, stones, and other such objects they could find to erect a low barricade around the crown of their fastness as the early evening passed, and then they settled down to rest and wait for the bloody adventures they expected to see the following day.


  Shortly after dawn the following day, as the elven camp fires were heating up breakfast foods for the guards, a large squad of human soldiers in the uniform of the Hydrotaz palace guard came tramping up the backside of the hill. Alerted to their arrival, Kestrel stood at the top of the hill and grinned as Greysen brought his men up the slope on the back of the bluffs. For good measure, he called the imps of the Swampy Morass to rejoin him for the day’s battle.


  “So they sent you over to the easy assignment, did they?” Kestrel greeted his young friend.


  “They told us you were going to host a picnic over here, so we came to be the ants,” Greysen laughed back as the two of them embraced. He looked up at the imps that floated overhead. “I heard you had special relations with the imps and sprites, but I didn’t believe it until I saw them.”


  Kestrel called Lucretia and Giardell over and introduced them. “Lucretia and I are the only ones who speak the human language,” Kestrel explained.


  “If we have a choice, we’ll talk to her instead of you,” one of Greysen’s lieutenant’s spoke up, drawing laughter from the others who understood the language as Lucretia’s cheeks grew red.


  Kestrel began to explain how they wanted to use the human archers, and Greysen’s officers listened attentively, then moved their men to the wings of the elven positions, where they unloaded their packs and nodded politely to their neighbors as they settled down to patiently wait for action.


  At noon, as the sun reached its zenith and the hilltop began to feel warm, a cloud of dust appeared in the far distance of the road they guarded, showing the approach of the Graylee army. All the elves and humans watched the dust grow closer, and as it did, they all began to realize that the expectations they had been given by the Hydrotaz leadership, an expectation that a major diversionary force would pass by, was wrong. It was clear from the size of the moving mass that the main force of the besieging army was going to pass directly beneath the bluff. Scores of officers on horses, the whole leadership of the Graylee army, was in the front, and the disassembled siege engines that had been used in the last attack on Hydrotaz were also being hauled along the road, ahead of the bulk of the invading forces.


  “Greysen, send a messenger back to the city to tell them what we see,” Kestrel spoke in a hurried voice to the leader of the humans. “We need all the help they can send, especially arrows with pitch.”


  Greysen hurried away, and sent one of his archers running down the back of the hill towards the city.


  Kestrel continued to keep an eye on the approaching vanguard of the great invasion.


  “Greysen, Giardell!” he called. “That is the prince of Graylee right down there, riding next to the ambassador from Uniontown!


  “If we could isolate him, we could take him captive and put a stop to this war right here!” Kestrel said excitedly, as Lucretia translated his words into elvish.


  “It’s pretty crowded down there to try to isolate anyone,” Giardell warned. “With just a couple of hundred of us, I don’t think you could ever get him cut off from the body of his army to seize him successfully.”


  Kestrel sat tensely, observing the moving mass of the approaching army, trying to gauge the opportunity for a stunning success. “You’re right,” he admitted regretfully. “We won’t try to capture him, but we will have him and every leading officer of his army within bow range in just fifteen minutes. We may still be able to win this war right here if we can inflict enough damage on their leaders.”


  The four leaders went in separate directions as each took a position along the lines, and waited for the vanguard of the attacking force to draw even with the bluff. Tension ran high among the elves and men who crouched down out of sight atop the bluff, as they heard the sounds of the horses and men passing beneath. Kestrel peeked between two branches in the barrier before him, keeping his eye on the prince, a face he knew well, one that he would never forget, as the carefree leader of Graylee laughed at a comment made by one of the sycophants that rode with the army.


  It was time; Kestrel felt something within him assure him that the time to attack had arrived. He raised his bow into position, notched an arrow, and looked down the line in both directions to see that others were waiting for his lead. He stood up suddenly, as though his legs were powered by springs, and shot his first arrow at the ambassador from Uniontown.


  Kestrel watched his shaft fly in a straight line, as the sounds of twanging bow strings erupted in a continual chorus around him. His arrow struck the ambassador in the shoulder, and Kestrel observed the surprised look on his face, and the fearful expression on the prince’s face, as the ambassador slowly teetered over, falling out of his saddle and disappearing from sight among the moving masses. Kestrel automatically reached over his shoulder and pulled out another arrow, and sent it flying at the man on the prince’s right side, as he observed other victims starting to fall out of their saddles in the crowded cluster of the horse-riding leaders of the Graylee army. Kestrel lost sight of the prince then as the orderly group of the court followers and officers began to break down into a seething mass of panicked targets.


  The leaders of Graylee’s invasion quickly realized what was happening, and some of their effective officers were trying to turn the ponderous army, to make those in the back stop advancing, and to get those in danger to move towards safety. Kestrel targeted every officer he saw who seemed to be succeeding, and for ten minutes or more the road was simply a slaughterhouse, as the men and elves on top of the bluff fired down the steep slope at the virtually immobilized targets below. A few arrows were flying back up towards the top of the bluff, but only a handful had the energy to reach the hill’s crown, and only a pair of those had caused any harm to the elven archers above.


  Some men were trying to climb up the bluff, but the way was steep, and they were easily shot off as they slowly climbed. A few in the front managed to ride out beyond the range of even the human archers, and in pairs and singles, more and more of those riders managed to reach the safety of the northern stretch of the road.


  After half an hour, Kestrel felt a tap on the shoulder. He turned to see one of the human archers from Greysen’s group. “Commander Greysen said to tell you that we’re about out of arrows, and there’s no sign of any more on their way to us, plus some of the riders who got past the ambush are looking for a way to get up here at us, and it won’t be long before we have company,” the slightly portly man reported.


  Kestrel looked up and down the line; many of the elven archers were also out, or nearly out, of arrows as well. He looked down the bluff at the chaos below, where scores, perhaps hundreds of men were dead, the majority of them wearing uniforms of officers. His men had had so many high priority targets marching by them there had been no supply wagons that came within range before the Graylee army bogged down. Much of the Graylee army had finally managed to react to the attack by switching direction and withdrawing; although he knew they had scored a success by forcing the invaders to retreat, Kestrel was disappointed to see the wagons of potential supplies disappearing in the hazy dust along the road.


  “How many riders are down there at that end?” Kestrel asked.


  “I’d guess three or four score,” the messenger replied.


  “Okay, we’re going to start to fall back. We’re going to have to stay close to each other, and those who have shafts left are going to have to keep the horses at a distance. Go tell Greysen to start getting organized, and I’ll send our people his way,” Kestrel announced as he decided it was time to run for the safety of the walls around the city.


  Over the next two hours, in a game that felt like cat and mouse, the elven and human band of archers crept back to the safety of the city, sprinting for a distance, then stopping to rest, catch their breath and shoot at the chasing cavalry riders. They slowly made their way down the hill and across an open field, losing men to arrows from the horse riders, but determinedly carrying their injured comrades along, so that when the gates in the city wall opened, every elf and man who had gone to the top of the bluff made it into the city.


  The elves were a novelty in the city, but the reports from the Hydrotaz archers who had been with them raised them to high regard among those in the city, who heard about how the entire Graylee army had been held off and forced to turn around. Kestrel and Greysen went immediately to the palace to report to Ferris and the rest of the leadership.


  “If we had more arrows, we could have held out forever,” Greysen said enthusiastically. “We absolutely wiped out the front quarter of their army; there must be a thousand dead out there.”


  “What will they do next? Where will they try to go this time?” Kestrel asked the assembled leaders of the city.


  “They could go down the river and then come back at us from the south,” one colonel suggested.


  “We didn’t get their equipment, the siege engines,” Kestrel bemoaned. “We saw them, but they never came within range, and we didn’t ever receive any arrows with pitch.”


  A conversation followed in which Kestrel and Greysen discovered that their request had never been passed along to the commanders.


  “Those engines are going to be trouble in the future,” one officer at the end of the table said. “It’s too bad we can’t go out after them.”


  “Who says we can’t?” Kestrel asked excitedly. “If they’re not far away yet, maybe we could take a small raiding party out to find them and shoot them full of burning arrows. We could put an end to this invasion right now!”


  And so it was worked out that late that night, Kestrel and Lucretia, as translators, along with a half dozen elves and a half dozen Hydrotaz archers, went in search of the siege engines, carrying bows and arrows covered in pitch, along with a tinder box that carried live coals. They slipped out of one of the smaller gates to the city, and went in search of the invading army whose location was unknown.


  The elves’ sharp vision allowed them to lead the way through the countryside, a land of farms that were empty of their owners, who had fled in the face of the invading army. At length they came upon the Graylee forces, camped near the port where their ships lay in the water, a sullen, quiet camp that had none of the songs or laughter of a successful army.


  The siege machines’ disassembled posts and beams and wooden gears sat atop flat-bed wagons on the edge of the camp. “We’ll need to put a lot of arrows into the machines, then prevent them from dousing the flames too quickly,” Mitchell told Kestrel as they crouched near their target. “A few arrows are going to have to set that wood blazing right away.”


  Kestrel agreed, knowing that the potential for the fire to be quickly extinguished was the flaw in the plan. They split up into two forces, one farther away with the arrows dipped in pitch, and one closer by to shoot at the likely firefighters, in hopes of gaining time for the flames to catch hold. Lucretia led the men who were further away, while Kestrel took the elves in closer, where they settled into an abandoned farm shed. One of his imp companions, Stillwater, flew down to sit on his shoulder.


  “Kestrel warrior, we have had nothing to do in any of this battle. Don’t you think we are fighters too?” the blue imp asked.


  Kestrel looked up at the imp, and suddenly, an idea came to him.


  “I was saving you for when I need you,” Kestrel answered. “Can you go to Lucretia, and ask her to give you all the extra pitch they have? Tell her you will take the pitch and spread it on the machine we are going to set fire to. Tell her that will help her arrows make the whole wooden pile a brilliant pyre that folks will be able to see all the way from the Eastern Forest. Then you and your imps will have to go spread the pitch around on the wooden blocks on the wagons we want to burn; you can’t let the humans catch you or see you though. Can you do this?”


  “We can and will,” Stillwater answered. “We will do this and more, if you wish.”


  “What else can you do?” Kestrel asked with interest. “No wait, don’t tell me now, go tell Lucretia what you will do, and we can discuss other projects later.”


  The imps disappeared, leaving Kestrel and the elves alone again in their shed.


  “Are you used to them?” one of the elves asked. “Because I’m not!” the girl said. “Every time I see one I think I’m in a dream!”


  “They’re real enough, and they’ve been helping me almost since the day all these adventures began,” he commented, then sat in silent thought, realizing that it had to be more than a coincidence that he had befriended the elusive sprites and imps just when he needed their extraordinary abilities.


  He sat and let his mind wander for several minutes over the number of extraordinary coincidences that he realized could not have been coincidences. “Thank you, Kere,” he prayed a snap prayer of gratitude to the Elven goddess of fate.


  “They’ve started,” one of his companions commented, and Kestrel joined the others in looking out the doorway of the shack, where he saw a set of flaming arrows falling from the sky, looking like a meteor shower as they all streaked downward. The arrows hit their targets, and the elves with Kestrel all whispered appreciatively as they watched the arrows strike the dark piles in the camp, and then saw the flames spread with unnatural swiftness, thanks to the flammable pitch spread so liberally by the imps.


  “Let’s get out there and get in position,” Kestrel told the elves. “I don’t think we’ll have to stay very long or take many risks; those fires are getting along fine already.”


  The elves left the shack and spread out into a short line of archers who knelt with their bows held ready, watching as another round of arrows lofted through the skies towards the camp. Shouts of alarm were audible within the camp behind the fires, and soldiers bearing buckets of water started to appear, trying to approach the rapidly spreading and heating fires.


  “Alright, let’s give them something else to worry about,” Kestrel told his troop, and the arrows began to fly, falling among and disheartening the impromptu firefighters. They stayed in position for no more than three minutes before Kestrel urged them all to stop. “They’ll be mad, and they’ll be coming after us. It’s time to move to a new location,” he ordered, and he led the archers to a new position a hundred yards away. They began to shoot at the firefighters again, and listened to the voices of conflict within the camp.


  “Those fires aren’t going to be put out,” Kestrel concluded after a few more arrows scared more firefighters away from the blazing wagons. “Let’s go meet the others and get back to the city.”


  The weary group returned to the city gate just an hour before dawn. They got little sleep before they were awakened by leaders of the Hydrotaz government eager to hear reports on the mission.


  A bleary-eyed Kestrel walked into the conference room where Yulia and her staff were assembled.


  “I can tell you that we believe we achieved complete success,” Kestrel announced simply. “The fires that were blazing on those wagon loads of timber were beyond the ability of that army to put out.”


  “How can we be sure, and so what?” one belligerent officer asked. “Even without the siege engines, if they’re really damaged, that army is big enough to lay siege to the city and overwhelm us.”


  “But they don’t have the leadership anymore,” Kestrel countered. “We wiped out their officer corps yesterday. They may still attack, you may be right,” he conceded, “but they will not be effective.”


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel called, and the room collectively gasped when his imp companion arrived. “Would you go take a look at the army we attacked last night and come back to report on two things: did we burn those wagons all the way down, and what is the army doing now? Are they marching back here towards the city?”


  “As you wish, warrior friend,” the imp replied, and then vanished from the room.


  “Was that real?” a person at the other end of the table asked.


  “I have heard talk among his friends in Graylee that Lord Kestrel,” Princess Yulia emphasized his title, “had connections to the other races of our world. You know gnomes too, don’t you, my purple-eyed friend?”


  Because he was tired, Kestrel felt irritable, and wanted to make a retort to the doubters in the room about how trustworthy his imp, sprite, and gnome friends were compared to many humans, but he bit his tongue. “Yes, your highness, I have met many members of the other races, and worked well with them several times. I owe them my life.” You’re growing in maturity, my servant, he was startled to hear Kai’s voice gently speak in his soul.


  Stillwater elicited more gasps from the crowd as he returned to the room. “The wagons of timber are ashes, my friend,” he announced. “And many of the humans in that army are getting onto their ships now.”


  “Thank you for the news Stillwater. That is good news indeed,” Kestrel replied with a smile, as whispers filled the room.


  “What do you make of that?” Ferris turned to the skeptic who had questioned Kestrel.


  The man made no reply, as his face took on a look of set disdain.


  “This meeting is dismissed. Corban, have scouts sent out to confirm the departure of the invaders,” and tally up any losses we suffered in the countryside,” Yulia ordered one of her advisors. “Lord Kestrel, would you and Ferris please stay behind for a moment?”


  The room emptied out, until only the princess, Ferris, Kestrel and Stillwater remained. “Thank you my friend for bringing a victory I did not think we could achieve, especially with so little loss. First you saved my life, and now you’ve saved my kingdom!” she hugged Kestrel in a tight embrace.


  “I am glad we did all that we did for such a good person,” Kestrel replied, looking over Yulia’s head at Ferris. “I hope that this service from your Elven neighbors will be enough to persuade your people that we do not need to be at war.”


  “It’s a good beginning,” Ferris replied. “It won’t change the hearts of some people of course, but for many people the events of this battle will be the beginning.”


  “What will you do now, my friend?” Yulia asked.


  “I’m going to send the elves back home to the forest,” Kestrel answered. “And if it meets with your approval, I’ll suggest that Lucretia be named as the ambassador to Hydrotaz, if she feels comfortable taking on such an assignment.”


  “She is the exotic beauty, the one who speaks our language?” Ferris asked.


  Kestrel nodded.


  “She would be a perfect choice, second only to you,” Yulia answered. “I presume this means that you do not intend to stay here to be the ambassador yourself?”


  “No,” Kestrel spoke faintly. “I’m ready to return to Graylee, to try to help Philip and Margo.”


  “You’ll stay among the humans, eh?” Ferris asked. “Will you need to have your ears changed again, so that you look human?”


  “No,” Kestrel said simply, giving further voice to the thoughts that had stirred in his mind for many days. “Never again. I am who I am, and I’ve decided that there’s no more subterfuge or hiding it. The people who know me know I’m part elf, or that I’m part human, and they either can look past my ears or they won’t,” he thought of the false Moorin he had traveled with. Something in their conversations, deceptive though the girl had turned out to be, had made him realize that there should be, and perhaps could be, more acceptance of elves by humans and vice versa. He would be one small catalyst to bring that change around henceforth, he decided.


  “I will go to Graylee and try to help bring peace to that land, and then we’ll have to figure out how to fight the next battle against these monsters and their followers out there,” Kestrel answered.


  “Which reminds me,” he took the water skin of magical water off his shoulder and handed it to Ferris. “If you want to put this to work to dose as many more people as you can for the next day while I attend to the elves, please do so. I’ll need to take it to Graylee with me.”


  Yulia stepped back from him and looked up. “We’ll miss having you here,” she began.


  “And please tell Philip you’re thinking of him,” Kestrel finished her comment for her with a grin. “He knows; he’s thinking of you too.” Kestrel motioned for his imp companion to come join them.


  “Stillwater, this is Yulia, the ruler of Hydrotaz. She is your neighbor, just as my lands in the Eastern Forest are the neighbor of the Swampy Morass. When the time comes, I want you to be able to find Yulia, and be able to deliver her to me. Can you arrange that?” Kestrel asked.


  “There is certainly a way we can make such arrangements,” Stillwater agreed. “It would be a pleasure to serve any friend of yours, Kestrel warrior, especially such a nice friend as this. And it will give Dewberry another thing to talk about!”


  Kestrel laughed. “Yes it will! Having a human beauty delivered will be something she will comment on. But this time, it will not be for my sake,” he added, “though that won’t keep her from saying something.”


  “Does the human speak our language?” Stillwater asked.


  “No, she doesn’t,” Kestrel replied. “I’ll have to give you notes to carry to her when the time comes to reach her.”


  Kestrel turned to Yulia to explain the arrangement as a prelude to a potential future trip Yulia might be requested to take to Graylee to see Philip again, leaving the girl with sparkling eyes as the meeting broke up, and Kestrel went in search of the elven contingent, which was uncomfortably housed in a barracks building inside the city walls.


  “I’ve got good news for you all,” Kestrel told them. “Today you may begin the journey back home to the Eastern Forest,” Kestrel announced, and looked at the grins that spread throughout the room.


  “But?” one voice asked.


  “There is none. Our work here appears to be done for now. The imp Stillwater went and looked at the invading force, and they are all departing on ships, leaving Hydrotaz,” Kestrel told them. “So pack up, and remember that you have helped take a large step forward towards making peace between the Eastern Forest and Hydrotaz.”


  “Everyone’s dismissed except Lucretia,” he said, and let them all wander away except Lucretia, who sat looking at him with a penetrating gaze, and Giardell, who chose to cross the room and join them. Two of the imps were present, Quail and Ripple, Kestrel thought, though he hadn’t completely satisfied himself that he could tell them all apart yet.


  “This can’t be good,” Lucretia said softly as the room emptied out.


  “I’m going to head on to Graylee,” Kestrel began.


  “And you want me to go with you?” Lucretia finished the question for him.


  “No,” Kestrel managed to deflate her. “I want you to go back to Center Trunk, and carry a message for me. I’m going to recommend that you be appointed as the King’s ambassador to Hydrotaz.”


  “Kestrel! You can’t be serious,” Lucretia practically screeched. “You think I want to live here in this human city among them?”


  “I don’t think that you want to, but I think it would be best for the elves and the humans to have you here. You speak the language, and you’ve been here and fought for them, so they’ll trust you. And you’ve fought for the elves, plus I’ll vouch for you, so I think Silvan and Miskel and the king will accept the notion too,” he explained.


  “You could bring some other elves with you, since you’d have to have an embassy staff,” Kestrel added.


  “I’d be honored to serve as your security chief,” Giardell spoke up.


  Both the others looked at him in surprise. “I’d consider that,” Lucretia said after a moment’s pause. “That would work; Kestrel, if Giardell can come back here with me, I’ll do it.”


  “I’ll write the note,” Kestrel said, relieved to have gained Lucretia’s agreement, and doubly-pleased to know that Giardell would also have a future assignment. He hadn’t known what to plan for Giardell’s future; he’d been pleased to bring his friend along and give him a useful role on the expedition to Hydrotaz, but he hadn’t seen a next step he could offer for Giardell’s rehabilitation.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 23 – Departures


  


  By the next day, Kestrel was the only elf in Hydrotaz once again. He had accepted Yulia’s invitation to move into the palace, and he resided there as he thought about what he would do in Graylee. He knew that despite his brave talk about wearing his elven ears and not hiding his identity, he would be at a disadvantage as he traveled the countryside. He could choose to travel along the alternative route, via the assistance of the imps, and he knew after only brief consideration that he would do so.


  He would take advantage of the imps who were assigned to him, and had faithfully remained alongside him; they had joined him to be able to help him in just such a manner. He would need to contact Dewberry, so that the sprite would relay to his imp companions the locations in Graylee that he wished to visit. Kestrel didn’t understand how the imps and sprites knew how or where to travel, but he knew they could direct one another, provided one of them had personal experience of traveling to a location. It was only late spring, and the imps would be able to help him for several months, until the winter solstice curtailed their travels; by then, Kestrel thought, perhaps he wouldn’t need any further assistance from the imps to travel.


  Perhaps by the start of winter, this long war, that had in many ways become his personal war, would be over. He wouldn’t need imps to help him travel from battlefield to battlefield; he wouldn’t have to try to arrange peace among neighboring nations; he wouldn’t have to worry any longer about Viathins and souls under evil control. By the start of this coming winter, Kestrel might be able to focus on himself – finding out who he might be able to court as his mate – whether it was Margo or the mysterious Moorin, who seemed to be a shadow looming over his life, but one that was growing closer and closer to him, he sensed, if he survived the next stage of the war.


  


  


  


  


  


  



  Coming in “A Foreign Heart”, Book Four of the Inner Seas Kingdoms series, Kestrel’s adventures continue …


  


  “I’m here to see Cosima, and you, and Arlen,” he answered. “My friends the imps are learning all the places I may need to come to in the next phase of the war, and this is some place I wanted to come back to anyway.


  “How is Ranor?” he asked about her husband.


  “He is splendid, absolutely splendid,” Belinda said gently, as she placed her hand on Kestrel’s arm. “He’s on his way to Estone right now, resuming his trading practices. He promised me he’ll never go to Green Water again, so I don’t worry about him suffering from an attack there again. It’s been so wonderful having him back Kestrel; we owe you so much.”


  They chatted comfortably for several minutes, as Kestrel talked about his visit with the gnomes and Belinda talked about her husband’s return to a healthy life.


  “I better go find the commander. I assume he’s at the armory?” Kestrel finally asked.


  “He should be,” Belinda agreed. “He’s working with a couple of students who he thinks have great promise. Not up to your untouchable standards of course; he holds you up as an idol to them.”


  “Is one of them a girl named Wren?” Kestrel asked on a hunch.


  “Ah, yes. Have you met her already?” Belinda asked.


  “Just for a few moments,” Kestrel answered.


  “She’s a fighter. Casimo likes that about her. But she’s always angry; I don’t know why, but she doesn’t seem to me to have the personality to just fit in and avoid notice, the way a spy should,” Belinda observed.


  “Will you be staying here with us for long?” she asked as he stood.


  “Probably not, maybe just a couple of hours this time,” he answered.


  “Oh no! You have to come back soon; we shouldn’t have to wait so long to see our greatest hero come visit, or his platoon of friends,” she motioned to the quiet blue crowd that circled near the ceiling.


  “Come along, platoon of friends,” Kestrel said drily, then kissed Belinda on the cheek before leaving her office. He said farewell to Gion as he strode down the hall and back outdoors.


  “I’m not sure there was lust in their hearts,” Odare said to Dewberry as they floated above Kestrel’s head.


  “They may not have shown it that time, but this Kestrel-dog, he has a woman in every city,” Dewberry replied. “Remember how he has us translocate him here directly into a girl’s room.”


  “I thought it was his sister,” Canyon spoke up.


  “She did look like him,” Dewberry agreed. “That must be why he didn’t pounce on her.”


  “Stop it!” Kestrel spoke as they reached the entry to the armory, scandalized. “She may have been part-elf, part-human, but that doesn’t mean she looked like me. You all just don’t know how to tell us apart.”


  Inside the building the clatter of practice weapons instantly ceased at the sight of Kestrel and the imps. “Falling trees, would you look at that!” one of the dozen or so students exclaimed.


  “Kestrel!” the familiar voice of Arlen spoke out, and Kestrel located his former trainer, working with Wren, of all people, Kestrel noticed, on the sword-practice mat across the room. The two men met one another in the middle of the room and thumped each other on the back as part of a hearty embrace, while Casimo, strode over to see Kestrel, wearing a broad smile.


  “We’ve heard some stories, but none of them mentioned gnomes,” Arlen said as he looked at Kestrel.


  “He does have the purple, doesn’t he? And he has something even more unusual; look at the great beauty and grace he has brought to visit us,” Casimo said, looking up at the imps.


  “Someone here has proper manners at least, I notice,” Dewberry said to Odare, the only female among Kestrel’s assigned guards.


  “Everyone! Gather around! This is the great Kestrel, the elf who’s lived among the humans in many countries, and lived among the gnomes too, apparently! Welcome back Kestrel,” Casimo spoke loudly.


  “You’re going to make his head swell,” Wren spoke up defiantly. “He still pulls his pants on one leg at a time doesn’t he, or does he make his imp slaves do that for him too? I found him prowling around inside my room a little while ago; being a sneak doesn’t sound like my idea of a hero,” she said sourly.


  “Wren, you can go put your pads away. We’re done for the rest of the day,” Arlen spoke up before Kestrel or Casimo could. “Go blow off some steam and try to think about how you should be getting along with people instead of throwing insults at them,” the instructor said.


  “What brings you back to town?” Casimo asked. “Do you have time to go for a horseback ride, just the three of us?” he gestured towards Arlen.


  “Yes. Let’s do that,” Kestrel agreed, and he began to explain his mission as they rode their horses through the forest.


  “Silvan has remained upset about the affair ever since he was recalled to office, and have you considered that he can’t take it out on Alicia, so Giardell is the only one he can blame,” Casimo said at length, as Kestrel spoke about the frustration of his visit to Center Trunk. “I don’t know the entire story as well as you do, but that’s my impression from this distance.”


  “So how can we help you right now?” Arlen asked as they neared the stables on their return to the base.


  “I don’t have any immediate need,” Kestrel replied. “But I will soon. Depending on how Graylee is reacting to the defeat of the Prince’s invasion of Hydrotaz, it may be possible to contribute to the creation of a new order there. I’ll need to spend a lot of time just administering this,” he patted the skin of water he had carried with him, the soul-curing water given to him by Decimindion, the god of the land of the far-distant Parstoles.


  “Well if we can’t do anything for you, would you do something for us?” Arlen asked. “As a favor?”


  “What favor can I possibly do for the two of you?” Kestrel asked curiously.


  “Take Wren with you,” Arlen answered.


  Kestrel looked from one to the other.


  “She would be a disaster. She dislikes me, and she’s full of anger. This is going to be a journey that will require stealth and tact from time to time,” Kestrel answered.


  “She speaks the human language perfectly; she was raised as a human, you know. And when she covers her ears with her hair, she hardly looks elven at all. She’ll be a perfect spy in that respect,” Casimo assured him.


  “She’s good with the human weapons, and she has a good heart. She’s on some personal mission; I don’t know what it is, but I know she could be a good helper for you,” Arlen pressed.


  “She’s too much for you to deal with, is that it?” Kestrel asked shrewdly.


  “There’s not much we can do with her,” Casimo admitted. “She should be the second best student we’ve had – after you – but until she learns to control her temper, she’s going to be untrustworthy in the field.”


  “And that’s why you want me to take her into a dangerous, unpredictable situation, because she’s untrustworthy?” Kestrel let a note of sarcasm enter his voice as they started to remove the saddles from their horses.


  “I think she’ll listen to you,” Arlen said. “I think that when it’s the real world, she’ll want to earn your respect.


  “You’ll be doing her a great favor, and us a favor. Otherwise we’re just about ready to dismiss her from the service,” Casimo said earnestly.


  Make her your companion, Kestrel heard Kere’s voice speak softly in the recess of his mind.


  Truly, my goddess? Is that wise? he asked silently, looking upward.


  Take her, Kestrel, the voice repeated, and then he knew that the goddess’s presence was gone.


  “Alright,” Kestrel said aloud regretfully.


  “Really? You’ll really take her?” Arlen spoke in a shocked tone.


  “If we do this right away, and if she even agrees,” Kestrel answered, hopeful that somehow the intransigence of the girl might manage to circumvent the will of a goddess. He didn’t think it was likely, but he held onto a faint thread of hope. He had no faith that a strange girl who seemed to have an instant antipathy towards him would be a useful addition to his actions in the delicate efforts that were looming on the horizon.


  “Let’s go round her up,” Arlen said, “before you change your mind.”


  “Observe how our Kestrel-friend has managed to make it look like he’s doing others a favor by bringing one of his new paramours along with him,” Dewberry spoke to the other imps.


  “But he tried to argue against the girl joining us,” Stillwater argued.


  “There you go, you men trying to stick with one another,” Dewberry rebutted. “He arranged this somehow, be sure.”


  Kestrel shook his head as they walked back to the armory, and then the three of them, accompanied by the imps, walked together to the student housing, where they all trooped up the stairs to Wren’s room.


  “What disturbing delegation is this?” she asked as she opened the door upon their approach. “I heard the sound of heavy steps climbing up here.”


  “You’ve been assigned for your first sortie,” Casimo said.


  “Really?” her eyes opened wide and she looked at the three men with interest.


  “You’re going to go with Kestrel to,” Casimo paused, “where are you going?” he turned to Kestrel.


  “We’re going to go to Graylee City,” Kestrel replied.


  “You? I’m supposed to go on a mission with you? Is this some kind of a sad joke?” Wren shouted so loudly the imps grew agitated, and started circling the confrontation at an increasing speed.


  “It’s not my idea,” Kestrel said hotly. “I’m trying to do Arlen a favor so that you don’t flunk out of the program.”


  “That’s not true!” Wren shouted so loudly that the imps and Dewberry disappeared.


  “Great! Look what you’ve done,” Kestrel said.


  “It’s not true!” Wren repeated. “Tell him Arlen! I’m perfect at human language and weapons and culture.”


  “Tell him,” she repeated after an awkward silence. “This isn’t fair. This isn’t right!” she said.


  “Wren,” Arlen said a moment later, and in his tone Kestrel heard a fatherly concern and advice, “you refuse to listen to us talk about the soft side of spying, of working with people in ways that build long-term value. We hope that going with Kestrel, and listening to his instructions,” Arlen emphasized the words, “will allow you to break through and begin to soften your approach to be useful.”


  “You really mean to do this. You really want to send me with him,” she moaned.


  “I’ll go out and listen and learn, but I’d rather go with someone else,” she spoke up assertively, desperate to try to regain some control over her destiny.


  “He’s the one,” Arlen said. “You’ll learn from him if you’re going to learn from anyone. Now pack up what you want to take with you, and pile the rest in a corner. Belinda will have someone put it in storage for you.”


  “What if I don’t?” Wren almost cried.


  “Then you’re out of the service,” Casimo said with quiet authority.


  She stood there, wanting to defy them, but unwilling to give up her participation in the training to become a spy for the elves. “Alright,” she finally said.


  “We’ll be in Casimo’s office,” Arlen said, then signaled to the others and led them rapidly downstairs.


  “We need to let her have some time alone to digest this,” the instructor said as they walked back to the office to wait for the girl. They stopped once on the way, so that Kestrel could raid the canteen for a supply of food, enough to last Wren and him for two or three days if needed.


  “What do you hear from Castona?” Kestrel asked as they sat and waited.


  “We hear that the people of Estone think you play fast and loose with human women,” Casimo made Kestrel wince.


  “Do either of you know much about the northern elves?” he quickly switched topics.


  “Not much – not as much as we should,” Casimo answered. “Why do you ask?”


  “I thought I met a northern elf once, but it turned out to be an imposter,” Kestrel answered cautiously. “And she said they had good relations with their human neighbors, rode horses, and didn’t eat crickets.”


  “I believe they do get along with humans, better even than we get along with Estone,” Casimo answered. “I don’t know about the rest of the story.”


  Just then the door opened, and a forlorn Wren entered the room. “I’m not going to sleep with him,” she declared resolutely with the first words out of her mouth.


  “No, I’m sure you’re not,” Kestrel said drily.


  “Do you want to know why?” she asked him, ignoring the presence of the other two in the room.


  “Because I’m not going to sleep with you,” Kestrel answered flippantly. He had no desire to listen to the girl recite a list of his shortcomings.


  “I didn’t want to spend my life as a farm girl doing chores and having babies. I want something more adventuresome than that, and I’m good enough with weapons to earn that kind of life. But none of the boys back home would think for a moment about taking up with a girl with spirit,” Wren protested. “So now I’m here, and I’m looking for something better. And it shouldn’t involve just tagging along as your shadow.”


  Although his visit to Firheng had gone better than the visits to Center Trunk or Estone, the twist that had come at the end of the visit; being burdened with an uncooperative partner, had taken the luster off the success. “Now, let’s get ready to go.


  “Dewberry, Stillwater, we’d like to depart,” Kestrel called out.


  “In the future, when we need to depart or arrive, I’ll plan to use this room,” Kestrel advised, as the imps reappeared with Dewberry.


  “We are going to add a new member to out traveling party,” Kestrel told the group. “We’re going to take Wren with us, and before you say anything,” he looked at Dewberry, “let’s just go to the healing spring without comment, and we can talk there.”


  There was a tittering among the imps, eager to visit the water of the magical spring, where they could soak in the waters and enjoy the unusual properties the spring offered to the members of their race.


  “Since there are five of us here, if the two of you would stand together, we should be able to carry you in a single journey,” Stillwater proposed.


  Wren rolled her eyes, then came over and stood next to Kestrel. “What exactly are we going to do here?” she asked suspiciously.


  The imps lowered themselves down, and began to encircle the pair, while Kestrel opened his arms and pulled Wren into a hug. He felt the soft flesh of her mostly human form press against his body as the imps and Dewberry pressed against them.


  “What is?” Wren started to ask in alarm, her words cut off by the sudden transition that occurred as the magical means of leaving Firheng began, and the dark, airless void suddenly surrounded them.


  When they emerged back into the reality of the world, her arms were clinched tightly around Kestrel, clinging to him in desperate fear of the unknown occurrence she had experienced.


  “What happened? Where are we?” she looked up into his face, fearful and disturbed.


  “Kestrel-friend, nap-sitting caretaker, I’m going to go find Jonson and invite him and some other members of the court to come join us,” Dewberry announced.


  The other imps immediately floated away to the side of the spring water.


  “Just leave your clothes over there,” Kestrel pointed to the lawn that stretched across the short distance from the edge of the water to the bushes that grew nearby.


  “What is this? What’s happening?” Wren repeated her questions.


  Kestrel released his arms from their hug around her and stepped away, then dropped his belongings and began to pull his shirt over his head, as the imps all stood on the other side of the spring and quickly stripped off their clothes without any sign of modesty.


  “This is a magical spring,” Kestrel said as he dropped to the ground and pulled off his boots. “The water here has properties that will heal and cure virtually any injury or illness that you may have. This water has truly saved my life; there’s no better feeling than soaking in this water and letting it wash away your aches and pains.


  “And for the imps and sprites, it’s like a, a, I don’t know what to compare it to,” he said as he stood. “They pass out when they touch the water, and then have the best dreams possible.” He reached for his belt buckle.


  “What are you doing?” Wren said wildly. “I don’t want to see you get naked!”


  “Then I suggest you turn around,” Kestrel said calmly. He let his pants fall around his ankles, then stepped out of them and dove into the pool of flowing water, and stroked towards the side where the imps waited impatiently. He wasn’t very concerned about Wren’s sensibilities at the moment; she was an unwilling partner, and an unwanted one. He knew he’d have to forge a workable relationship with her, but there would be time for that later, especially after she entered the pool and relaxed – if anything was likely to drain away the tension and hostility in the girl, it would be this spring water, he thought with assurance.


  He stepped out on the other side of the pool, by the spot that he had shared so many times with Alicia and the sprites. “How many of you have been here before?” he asked the eager quartet. They all shook their heads impatiently. “Then I’ll just lay you in the water in this shallow area, and let you sleep in the water until it’s time to get up and go. Are you ready?” he asked, then picked up Odare. “Ladies first, you know,” he told the others, as he slid the first of his companions into the water, then turned to take Canyon.


  There was a small splash behind him, and he suspected that Wren had entered the pool. As he picked up Killcen, the air around them was suddenly alive with motion, and he heard Wren give a brief shriek of surprise at the arrival of Dewberry with seemingly half of the royal court from Blackfriars, the capital of the imps.


  “Everyone wanted to come Kestrel-friend,” Dewberry said gaily.


  “Wren, come over here and help me start putting the imps in the water,” Kestrel called over his shoulder, as he observed the dozen or more additional blue bodies that were shedding their clothing.


  He kept busy lifting imps and stepping carefully over those who were already soaking and sleeping as he maneuvered to add more of the blue bodies to the sandy cove that he relied on to comfort his small friends. Wren was helping; he saw movement out of the corner of his eye as she observed what he did, then began placing imps in the shallow water as well.


  When the last imp was in place, he dove into the deep water and swam around to the spot where he could lay back against the stones and relax. When he was settled in, he observed the scene around him. There was a vast crowd of imps sleeping in the shallow water, jammed in shoulder-to-shoulder against each other in the small curve of sandy spring bottom. Wren was treading water in the center of the deep pool looking at him warily.


  She had to feel better, he was sure, he told himself as he laid back and closed his eyes to enjoy the warm waters. “You can come over here and rest against the rocks; I promise I won’t bite,” he told her. “And the imps will sleep for as long as we leave them in the water.”


  “How long will you leave them in the water?” she asked, making no move to join him.


  He opened his eyes and looked at the sun overhead. It was mid-afternoon, and he still hoped to make visits to Graylee City and the manor house where Margo lived in northern Graylee, near the mountains. And there was another place he wanted to go, he realized suddenly, a quick stop that would only take a few minutes. It was an odd feeling to sit and think about planning for events in a day, events that would span trips of hundreds of miles; the imps made the inconceivable possible, and yet he was already acclimated to thinking of their abilities as ordinary parts of his plans yet.


  “I think we should give them an hour or so, and then we’ll have to be on our way. But our imps will know the way here from now on, so we can come back whenever we need to,” he explained, as he closed his eyes again.


  “What do you mean by our imps?” Wren asked.


  “There is a squad of four imps assigned to follow me and assist me in fighting against the Viathins,” Kestrel answered.


  “Assigned? Who assigns imps?” Wren asked scornfully. “You’re just making that up!”


  “The king of the imps makes the assignments. He’s one of the imps sleeping in the spring water right now, as a matter of fact,” Kestrel tried to explain patiently. He would do his best to be patient with the girl now, and expect that she would be obedient when he needed her to be; he would make his expectation clearly understood as well.


  “The imps have been fighting against the monster lizards that invaded the Swampy Morass for well over a year,” he explained lazily, as he let the water relax him. “They believed that they could travel to another land, and find a weapon there to fight the lizards. So Jonson and Dewberry, the king and queen, along with others, went on a journey to find the weapon, and never came back.


  “The sprites and imps sent a rescue crew to try to save them. And then Growelf sent me to help the rescue crew,” he told her.


  “Growelf?” her voice was closer now, much closer. “Growelf?” she repeated the name in a skeptical tone. “The human god sent you?”


  “He did,” Kestrel agreed. “Kai was too weakened to send me, so Growelf stepped in…”


  “Why would Kai be weak, and why would her health have anything in the world to do with you?” Wren asked, less hostility in her voice now.


  “Kai had chosen me to be her champion, and she gave me weapons that were enchanted with her powers, to help me fight the Viathins, the monster lizards as we called them, that were causing Uniontown to fight and conquer all the other kingdoms,” Kestrel told her.


  “Really? You say all of this like you mean it,” Wren’s voice was very close now.


  “It is what the goddess chose,” he said simply.


  “And so you went to Arlen and Casimo to learn to fight like a human then?” she asked from right beside him.


  He opened an eye to peek, just to comfort himself that she wasn’t standing over him with a knife blade, something he didn’t completely discount. She was lying back against the stones immediately next to him, her profile looking distinctly human, as her hair swept across her head and hid the slightly elven shape of her ear. Kestrel noticed her chest had curves that were highly un-elf-like, with features that rose smoothly out of the water before sloping back down.


  But his attention was drawn to a necklace she wore, a slender silver necklace that held a single opaque, iridescent stone. It looked exactly like the necklace his mother had owned, the only jewelry she had ever worn in the few years she had lived during Kestrel’s life. He raised himself up and bent over to stare at the stone.


  Wren’s hand shot out of the water and slapped his cheek hard, as she pushed him away and then covered her chest with her arm.


  “You creep!” she shouted. “What do you think you’re going to do to me out here with no one around and all the sleeping imps? This is sick!”


  “I was looking at your necklace, not your breasts!” Kestrel shouted back. “You didn’t have to react by slapping first and asking second.”


  “My necklace, huh?” she backed up away from him. “Funny that my necklace just happens to be on my chest.”


  “It looks just like the necklace my mother wore,” Kestrel defended himself. “I’ve seen breasts before, so don’t get all high and mighty. But I haven’t seen a necklace like that since my mother died and was buried years ago.”


  “I’ve got a necklace just like your mother’s because …
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