
        
            
                
            
        

     


 
Alec has been sent to a strange new land, where vicious new opponents will show no mercy towards him…

 

 


 

 


 


 


 


 “You’re not an easy mark, are you?” Canare called. He approached Alec with more caution now, and Alec stared at him closely, judging how to respond. Suddenly Alec realized the Scarle warrior was entering the fray as he heard the faint scuffle of feet in the sand. Engaging his powers now, Alec fell flat on the ground, feeling Scarle’s sword scratch his shoulder and neck. Rolling three times, Alec moved to a new location, sprang up, and raced at Scarle, swinging high, low, high, and then thrusting at the man’s thigh. He felt light pain from the scratch in his back as he moved, but ignored it as he slid his blade into his opponent’s flesh. He pulled it immediately away after only piercing the skin a couple of inches, and stepped back to see what would happen.
 


 The Scarle warrior looked down in astonishment. “You think I’ll be the first one to leave with just a slice? Think again,” and he charged, just as Canare came around at Alec from his right. Swinging his sword in a figure eight, Alec engaged both his opponents in one motion, then rolled forward in a somersault between them, lancing out with his blade to slice Scarle’s ribs as he went. Abruptly, he felt his ingenaire powers flicker away, and he was back to fighting on the basis of his own skills, without time to ponder the loss of energy.
 


 Alec rose to his feet, took another stab at Scarle, pinking him in the right shoulder, then stepped back. The man dropped his sword in pain, then looked at Alec. He raised his hand in salute, and as he did, the Canare swordsman unexpectedly swung hard, aiming at the Scarle’s unprotected ribcage. Seeing the foul play, Alec dove forward, blocking Canare’s deadly thrust, but feeling his own sword shudder painfully as he did. Alec redirected the cheap thrust into the ground, but as he did so, his own sword snapped off just a foot above the hilt. Astonished, Alec stepped back and stared at the sword.
 


The Scarle swordsman took advantage of his rescue to concede and limp rapidly away from the battle ring, and Alec stood with his stump of a sword, facing the highly confident Canare champion. “You may actually be the best of the three of us, Indige, but without a weapon you’re doomed to lose. And it’s not going to be a ceremonial cut to the foot this time either,” the man said viciously, his blood full of battle rage.
 


 Alec calmly stood still, realizing that he was going to have to take a chance and let the Canare swordsman very close to him in order to have a chance of defeating him.
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Prologue

 



In volume I, Visions of Power, Alec, a sixteen year old orphan boy, has seen his traveling carnival ambushed by monsters, the lacertii, in the Pale Mountains. Alec’s friends and fellow survivors, Aristotle and Natalie, have been driven in different directions from him. Alec discovers a hidden, sacred cave, where he is given great, mystical powers (the powers of the healer ingenairii). His powers provide the ability to perform miraculous healing services for the sick and wounded.


Alec travels with another refugee, a lady named Leah, and they leave the wilderness on a long raft journey. When they arrive in the bustling metropolis of Goldenfields, Alec uses his powers to heal the mortally wounded ruler, Duke Toulon. The young healer is rewarded by the Duke and adopted by the Duke’s highly-trained military force, the Guard. Alec comes to learn swordsmanship under the tutelage of the Duke’s Guards, the best fighting force in the Dominion.


Alec is called to leave Goldenfields on an emergency medical mission, traveling to a military camp out in the wilderness, where he uses his powers to heal a mortally wounded officer. While there, Alec takes a desperate gamble to utilize the powers of nearby ingenairii, turning their abilities into extraordinary medical energies that achieve a cure. But Alec is not ready to use such powers, and he suffers gravely.


Fleeing to Goldenfields, Alec come to the realization that he has other ingenaire powers that can be tapped, and he begins training in the use of ingenairii energies.


Alec’s close friendship with Inga, a member of the Guard, leads to malicious gossip that combines with an explosive scene in Alec’s healing home, the consequences of which cause both Alec and Inga to leave Goldenfields at the end of Visions of Power.

Alec then travels to the capital of the Dominion, Oyster Bay, in volume II, At the Seat of Power. While there, Alec is reunited with Aristotle, and also with Natalie, who has presumed him to be dead, and is now engaged to the son of the Duke of Goldenfields. Alec lives upon Ingenairii Hill, the center of the powerful people who wield great and special powers. Upon the Hill, Alec receives training that uncorks the tremendous warrior energies bottled up within. As Alec grows acquainted with the people of Ingenairii Hill and Oyster Bay, he meets many friends, including a young water ingenaire, Bethany.

Before Alec can grow accustomed to the Hill, he is sent on an urgent mission back to Goldenfields to serve as the Duke’s personal bodyguard. The city has grown troubled because an army of lacertii has opened warfare upon the outlying regions of Goldenfields. That is followed by the murder of the king of the Dominion back in Oyster Bay, and then a coup attempt against the Duke.


Alec’s tremendous abilities are the key to rescuing the Duke and winning back control of the Goldenfields palace. In the process of fighting, Alec receives a wound that appears mortal, and at the end of At the Seat of Power, Alec manages to work with others to miraculously heal his wound.


In volume III, The Loss of Power, Alec struggles to learn how to be a leader in Goldenfields as Duke Toulon faces hostile forces on all sides of his duchy. When Oyster Bay rebels begin to take over Bondell, Goldenfields’ neighbor to the west, Alec teams up with the Guard’s new cavalry to deliver a surprise raid that rescues hostages and overturns Oyster Bay’s forces, but in the process Alec overuses his ingenaire powers -- crippling himself severely.


Desperate to be healed, Alec rides off in search of a mythical holy place, where he has mystical visitations; he is partially healed, but also given obligations to overthrow the usurpers in Oyster Bay as well as to complete his healing of Noranda.


As Alec returns to Bondell, he finds that Oyster Bay has re-taken the city. Alec and the local militia defeat the invaders so that the prince of Bondell can regain his throne and resume his alliance with Goldenfields.


Alec leaves Bondell in single-minded pursuit of his goals, and arrives in Oyster Bay, alone. He battles the corrupt noble classes, persuades the army to support him, then dramatically confronts the coup leaders from Ingenairii Hill, absorbing their energies in an explosive ending that wipes out those powerful malefactors.

 In volume IV, The Lifesaving Power, Alec sneaks out of Oyster Bay, and journeys up the river incognito, arriving in Stronghold as the member of the crew of a merchant ship. When the ship crew is attacked, they flee the city, and Alec journeys alone back to the city. On his way he meets a group of Locksfort family youth on a camping outing, and falls in with them as an unlikely friend. Back in Stronghold, Alec solidifies his role as a friend, but then finds himself deep under the Locksfort compound, and in another conversation with John Mark, who limits his use of his powers. Alec moves back to the Locksfort compound, and heals Noranda. At the same time, the unscrupulous leadership of the Locksfort family realizes who he is, captures and then tortures him. Alec eventually escapes and helps overthrow the leadership of the Locksforts, then leaves to return to Oyster Bay.

 From Oyster Bay Alec leads an army to help the Duke of Goldenfields battle the lacertian invasion. Alec joins Imelda’s squad that fights behind the lines, cutting off the supplies for the lacertii invaders. The ambushers are then confronted by lacertii, and flee towards their own army. In the process, they become ensnared in the climactic battle, and Alec calls upon an extraordinary exercise of his powers to save his friends and himself, sacrificing his powers to keep them alive.
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Chapter 1 – Awakening in Camp

 



 


Imelda awoke with shafts of late-morning sunlight shining into her eyes, filtered through the fabric ceiling of a tent. She’d slept several additional hours since she first awoke, she knew. The cavalry leader for Goldenfields sat up and turned to her left, checking to see that her companion was still on the next cot over. He was, and he looked gray, drawn and worn. Conversely, he also looked different in a manner beyond fatigue, she noted. His face was younger, with fewer creases, softer angles. The diffuse light caught no wrinkles or crags or other evidence of his age. The light flowed shyly around the curves of his features and fell softly away from his skin, yet the warmth that was evident where the light illuminated the rest of the interior of the tent was chilled by the weariness that veiled Alec so heavily.

 She felt surprisingly refreshed, by contrast, and stood up so that she might leave the tent to find a place to relieve herself and to discover whatever awaited her. There was news out there that she wanted to know.

 As she pulled the tent opening ajar, a soldier stepped across her field of vision, and called out clearly, “Let the colonel know they’ve woken up!”

 “You mean to say, ‘She’s woken up,’” Imelda corrected the young infantryman. “I’m the only one awake,” she told the thick-bodied boy, who was probably nearly her own age, despite her classification of him as a youth, a differentiation she felt entitled to make after her experiences throughout the campaigns of the war.

 “Sorry, ma’am,” he apologized.

 “Not a problem. Where are the latrine tents?” she asked promptly, and walked where directed.

 After her quick return to her tent, she found Colonel Ryder awaiting her at the entrance. “Cavalry Captain Imelda, reporting for duty sir,” she said in a light-hearted effort to cover the emotions she felt upon seeing her commanding officer. She’d not seen him for weeks, maybe months, and for much of the day yesterday she hadn’t expected to ever see him again. Regardless of the circumstances, she looked upon him with the highest respect, and seeing him was a reminder of the best things in life she was still able to enjoy. 



A lump gathered in her throat momentarily, until she swallowed it down. Ryder was a leader who held the Goldenfields Guard together seemingly through sheer personality. That seemed true, although Imelda knew it was false, for she’d seen the mountains of paperwork he filled out and the hours of observing he logged at the Guard section of the Palace – the work he devoted to truly run the organization.

 He returned the salute, then held out his hand, and enclosed hers in a warm clasp between both of his. “Shall we talk?” Ryder asked. “Should we go awake his majesty?”

 Imelda mentally paused at hearing the title used so easily. Alec was Alec for her, a simple name for a complex relationship, but after weeks out in the wilderness with him, she had forgotten the impact of his title when used with respect, especially when used by someone she respected.

 “He probably needs to sleep, but you might put someone in the tent with him. When he overused his ingenaire powers back in Bondell last year, I think he slept for two or three days before he woke up,” Imelda warned, remembering the hours she had sat with Bethany, watching him lie inside a tent, recuperating from overuse of his extraordinary abilities.

 Ryder raised an eyebrow. “Why don’t you come with me then, and give a report on what you’ve done and how you got here?” he ordered in a tone that sounded like a polite request. He began to walk away, and Imelda fell in step beside him.

 “I’ve heard some of the ingenairii tell stories about what happened to your command. I’d like to hear what you can add to it all,” Ryder opened the conversation as they sat down.

 Imelda began to give a professional debriefing, describing the encampment along the river and the destruction of the supply barges that had starved the invading lacertii army in Goldenfields.

 “So you had an idyllic campout in the hills. Then what happened?” Ryder asked.

 “Everything.” Imelda let the single word sum up the compression of events that had been folded into the past few days. “We saved the lacerta Alec wanted to be their leader, then delivered her army to her, then delivered another army to her and sent her home. Then we rode back here and fought to the death.”

 “Did Alec make the right decision about this Rosebay, the renegade lacerta?” Ryder asked. “I gather some of your companions thought this lacerta leader should have been put to death like the rest of the ship crews, or maybe brought back here as a bargaining chip?”

 “Most of us felt, uneasy, at first,” Imelda said with hesitation, reliving her own conflicted view, “but it seemed correct eventually, and it ended up taking several hundred lacertii away from the battle with the Dominion, hopefully on a journey to their home to end this war, so I think his judgment was right.”

 “But you almost died carrying out his plans,” Ryder commented as he leaned forward.

 “That’s not true,” she paused. “I did die,” Imelda corrected her commander, surprised by the implications of the questions that seemed critical of Alec. “But Alec healed me and brought me back to life,” she finished in a softer tone. “And what’s more, going into battle like that wasn’t really his plan; all the professional soldiers wanted to go, while Alec was willing to bypass the battlefield,” she knew as soon as she said it that she was about to be tripped up.

 “How then did the crown-keeper come to be in the middle of the battlefield yesterday? Shouldn’t his guard have kept him out of the conflict?” Ryder switched to the new topic that she saw standing before her.

 “But we thought he had been taken out of the way of the conflict! He was out of the way, until he came back and put himself right among the worst of the bloodshed,” Imelda said emphatically, feeling uneasy because there was truth in the question’s implication that she had failed to protect the Dominion’s ruler. Nathaniel had been the last one to leave him, but they all had left him earlier. She’d listened to Kinsey’s explanation of how the two of them had returned and found her dead body on the hilltop, and Alec had brought them back to an earlier hour in the day through his wild ability to travel in time, providing support that had kept Imelda alive. Then Alec had left to fight his way across the raging battlefield to save various other friends who Kinsey swore she had seen dead before the trip back in time. Finally, Alec had brought all his rescued companions together, and revived Imelda from another violent death.

 None of that sounded believable right now as she sat in the tent with her calm, methodical superior officer questioning her. “Alec could have been safe, but he made decisions that brought him back into danger. And somehow they all turned out to have the right consequences,” she added. Only one of his decisions had brought terrible consequences, she knew, but she didn’t want to think about it, let alone talk about it, especially because of her role in it.

 As her life was restored on the battlefield through Alec’s extraordinary healing abilities, she had felt a terrible wrenching in Alec, and sensed its cause. Alec had sacrificed all his ingenaire powers for the last opportunity to bring Imelda back to life, in some obscure prophetic bargain he was a party to. Their souls had been intimately commingled as his powers had left him, and she had felt the void, as well as the regret and satisfaction Alec had felt when he traded his powers away to bring her back to life. Ryder’s eyes watched as her fingers unconsciously traced the patterns of the scars on her legs that now bore witness to the savagery Alec had healed.

 Her eyes began to brim with tears as she relived that gut-wrenching feeling. He had known about a prophecy that he believed foretold his loss of those tremendous abilities. He had decided to accept that loss, and had done it for her sake. Her life had meant more to the boy-leader-warrior than his own ingenaire powers meant. She could not fathom such a generous act of self-sacrifice. She didn’t know if she could have willingly given up so much for someone else.

 After the silent moments of introspection, Imelda looked again at Colonel Ryder, whose eyes moved away from her face a fraction of a second too late, as he witnessed the anguish exposed there. “Where were we?” she asked.

 “What did the Crown-keeper plan to do next?” her superior asked, deciding to move away from topics that were obviously raw and painful at the moment.

 “He’ll probably go to see Bethany,” Imelda replied, still thinking about her own relationship with Alec, with increasing regret that she had pushed his affections away when he had offered them to her.

 “I meant in terms of the army. Let’s take a break,” Ryder said drily. “Perhaps we can talk again after you’ve had time to recover and reflect a little more.” He stood. “You’ll find the cavalry out on the east of the camp, if you’d like to go see them. Come by when you’re ready.”

 Imelda sat sheepishly for a moment, embarrassed by her misperception of the question and apparent dismissal, then also stood. “Where are the ingenairii?” she asked.

 Ryder considered the question for a moment. “They’re next to the leadership of the Oyster Bay forces, where the Tarnum house flag is waving.”

 Imelda apologized and left the tent, then paused out in the camp to get her bearings. She badly wanted to see the ingenairii survivors and hear more about what had happened the previous day, but she even more badly wanted to see her old cavalry mates, many of whom she hadn’t seen in several weeks. She turned east and walked for several minutes until she smelled the stable yards, and let her nose lead the rest of the way.

 Pember, second in command of the Goldenfields Guard cavalry, spotted Imelda first, and hastily called for an escort to show her to the command tent. “Welcome home, Captain!” Pember said happily as he saluted Imelda in the tent.

 “Pember, it’s good to be home,” Imelda said sincerely. She was pleased to return to a place where the decisions were more clear cut and her emotions were less a part of her duties. “How have we fared these past few weeks?”

 Pember proceeded to report on the activities and status of the cavalry unit, and offered to go over the paperwork and reports that had been filed while Imelda was absent on her mission. “No,” Imelda declined. “I’ll have plenty of time to go over the reports. We don’t need to do it today.”

 “We’ll have plenty of time, you say?” Pember queried. “Don’t you think we’ll be sent out to pursue the lacertii? Even after taking a day for the army to recoup and reorganize, the cavalry could certainly catch them and harass them.”

 “I think we’ll let them go home; that’s my guess, anyway,” Imelda answered, hoping that Alec’s policy of sending Rosebay back to end the lacertii war would success. She had no ambivalence about the joy of pursuit of further war; since the cavalry was formed she’d wanted to experience battle. But the occupation of the hills along the river, followed by yesterday’s bloody engagement, had sated her appetite for the moment. She knew she wanted more adventure, but more immediately she wanted to rest.

 She saw the disappointment on Pember’s face. “How many injured do we have? May we go visit them?” Imelda asked to change the topic. Minutes later, Pember was leading the captain through a large tent with multiple cots in which wounded cavalry riders were being tended by several medics. Imelda knew many of the riders who were laid up with a variety of ailments. She recognized a cousin she had recruited from her home village, his leg heavily bandaged.

 “What happened, Iago?” she asked as she stood by his cot and laid a hand gently on his thigh. She remembered the lessons he had given her as a young girl, teaching her how to guide a horse with her knees while her hands were occupied. Iago had been an excellent rider, and she had deliberately set her cap for his participation when she had set out on her first recruitment ride. She feared to learn that his injury might prevent his further riding, when she knew that a healer like Alec could completely restore him.

 A tingle in her fingertips startled her, and she lifted her hand with a quick motion. Iago too looked surprised and stared at her for a moment. “Did you do something?” he questioned her.

 “I just reached over gently. Did I hurt you?” she asked, disturbed and slightly fearful that somehow she might have harmed her rider.

 “No. I don’t think you did any harm. It just felt like something,” he trailed off.

 “I’ll be back to see you sometime soon,” Imelda said with a smile of promise, and moved on through the tent, stopping to ask about several other riders who were no longer upon their horses. But even as she left the tent, she felt the ghost of the spark in her fingertips from when she had touched Iago. It had been something familiar; it had not caught her completely off-balance, and yet she couldn’t place the context that was right.

 “Where shall we go now?” Pember asked, eager to show off more of the cavalry assets.

 “Where are the ingenairii?” Imelda asked. She wanted to go see Kinsey. She wanted to see many others as well, but she sensed a need to go speak to the Spiritual ingenaire who had blossomed so dramatically during the adventures of the past few days. More than anyone other than Alec, Kinsey seemed to have been most involved in the unending series of actions and mishaps that had transpired since the time of Rosebay’s capture. She would be most likely to understand what had happened.

 Pember was clearly disappointed that the captain wanted to leave the cavalry for some other agenda, but he dutifully led the way across camp. The two easily recognized when they passed an unmarked boundary and entered the small collection of hastily erected tents dedicated to the ingenairii who had gone to battle with Alec and Imelda in the riverside hills. The military neatness vanished, and voices were raised in loud conversations that penetrated the canvas tent walls, discussing a number of topics not related to battle or the campaign. Imelda listened for Kinsey’s voice, but could not locate it.

 “Let’s try in here,” she suggested after standing outside one tent full of female voices, listening to an off-color joke about the soldiers that made her blush. Imelda pulled back the tent flap and stepped in with Pember.

 Allisma looked up, and smiled broadly. “Imelda! Back from the dead!” she said, and bowed in her seat.

 Imelda felt embarrassed and disturbed, but knew that Allisma meant no harm. Others took up the jest though, and Imelda shook her head violently. “Still alive!”

 “And glad to be alive,” she amended, to a few nervous titters, wondering again at the notion of a return from death. 


 “We’re glad to see you up,” Allisma said, interrupting the onset of another bout of Imelda’s on-going introspection.

 Imelda looked around the tent. She recognized four or five of those present, and didn’t recognize seven or eight others. Apparently not everyone here were ingenairii, she gathered from looking at their clothes. Many were missing the sleeve ornaments of the houses of powers. Probably they were members of the court who had traveled with the court and the army, before Alec had left to ride to battle.

 “It’s good to be up, and good to be back with everyone again,” Imelda answered. “What’s the latest news?” she asked, wondering why she hadn’t asked Pember or Ryder that question earlier.

 “The girls from the court were just telling us,” Allisma indicated a small cluster of pretty girls next to her. “This is Imelda, commander of the Goldenfields cavalry,” Allisma said by way of introduction. “Imelda, this is Kinney, Marney, Vingtet, and Escargelle,” she motioned to each in turn.

 “Are you the one who gave the crown-keeper that, you know, scar?” Vingtet asked, drawing a finger across the bridge of her petite nose to indicate the location of Alec’s bright line scar.

 Imelda blushed. What a way to be known at court, she thought to herself. “I did, but that was a long time ago,” she said evenly.

 “According to the field marshal, the lacertii are still retreating up the river,” Marney answered Imelda’s question. She looked to be older than the other girls, with dark brown braids piled on her head, but a thinner face that was more mature. She’d apparently listened and understood more than the others in the tent, because they all listened attentively as she spoke.

 “Does that mean we’re going to pack up and chase after them?” Escargelle asked.

 “I think not,” Marney said. “There’s some belief that Alec wants to let them return to their own land.

 “Is that true?” she said as she turned back to face Imelda, her grey eyes steadily searching Imelda’s face.

 “I think he wants something like that,” Imelda said vaguely. She wasn’t sure exactly what Alec had in mind, under what circumstances. “Is Kinsey in camp?” she asked. She didn’t want to answer questions about Alec just now.

 “She’s been in camp, and been unsettled; she said she was going back out to the battlefield to do something,” Allisma said. “She went with some of those fighters from Bondell. They left mid-morning.”

 “I’ll go look up Kinsey and the fellows from Bondell to hear how they fared in the battle,” she announced, seeking an exit as quickly as possible from the tent. “Let’s go take a ride, Pember,” she said as she fled out the tent opening.

 Pember walked silently alongside her as they traveled rapidly back towards the cavalry horses. The lieutenant was eager to ask questions about all he had just heard, but Imelda’s silent demeanor and her unusual retreat from the women in the tent made a clear case that the topic wasn’t something to bring up again.

 “Where are the riders from Bondell situated?” Imelda asked as they saddled horses to leave.

 “I don’t know. They haven’t been part of the army until now, so they’re probably pitched on the edge of the camp, maybe towards the battlefield?” 


 On that basis, Imelda pulled her reins around and turned her horse towards the ragged edges where the army’s organization dissolved into the chaos of yesterday’s battlefield. She thought about the glories of battle. She hadn’t joined the Palace Guard to take part in battle. She’d gone to join Inga in using her swordwork to protect the Duke. Then she thought the muddled politics swirling around Alec had ended that before it began, at least in terms of working with Inga. And it hadn’t been Alec’s fault, she learned later. But he’d come back and done the things he did, then invited her to be part of the cavalry, and from that time, her ambitions had evolved. She had come to desperately want to fight a battle in an active theater of war.

 Now she was distractedly riding through the scattered remnants of a horrific battleground. She remembered how challenging it had all felt, and how invigorating she’d found those hours of swinging her sword to protect her life, when the adrenaline flowed, and her muscles burned, but she had focused more acutely than ever before in her life. And then had apparently come death (more than once according to Kinsey), and she indistinctly remembered the feeling of frustration, anger and failure as her life had ended, but for Alec’s superhuman intervention. She hadn’t been fearful when she died, just mad. And now, after that experience, maybe she’d had enough of the battles for the moment.

 “There, that might be them,” Pember’s voice ended her wool-gathering as he pointed to a group of living among the many dead still scattered around the fields of slaughter.

 “We need to get crews out to gather the dead for respectful burial,” Imelda said as they headed towards the people Pember had spotted. Several horses were tethered together in one spot, but the riders were not with them. Pember pointed out to Imelda where there was activity atop a nearby hill, which they approached on foot after adding their steeds to the Bondell horses.

 Imelda suspected she knew this hill. There were a few scattered around the battlefield, but Imelda believed Kinsey had come to this particular one for a reason. The soiled yellow jackets had been cast aside by the soldiers who were working diligently at some laborious task, overseen by a slender woman. The jackets were the uniforms of Bondell, and the slender overseer was the Spiritual ingenaire Imelda was seeking.

 “Kinsey!” she called from the foot of the hill as she began to determinedly clamber up the slope. Kinsey was standing with her back to the arriving riders, intently watching the work at hand. At the sound of Imelda’s voice the petite ingenaire turned, recognized the visitor, and waved vigorously. When Imelda arrived at the top of the knoll, she was engulfed in a hug of greeting.

 “Imelda! I’m so glad to see you up! You look good,” Kinsey said, eyeing her from her toes to her eyes. Imelda happily noted that she did not feel the sense of scrutiny that she had felt previously from the examinations by Kinsey. She didn’t feel ready for her soul to be exposed more quickly than she wanted.

 Kinsey herself looked more placid than she had the day before. That wasn’t surprising, given that yesterday had been a day of violent conflict, battle and discord. Imelda sensed something out of the ordinary about Kinsey, something else besides her state of mind. “Do you feel okay? Have you strained your arm working with the men up here? What are you all doing here, anyway?” she asked, looking about her at the Bondell forces that were moving lacertii corpses away from the hill top and carrying stones up the hillside.

 “I did hurt my arm. How did you know?” Kinsey asked, her eyes narrowing. “And I have a slight touch of something else. I can’t explain it, but it doesn’t feel right. Probably just a girl thing…” her voice trailed off.

 “I suppose it’s just the work that’s going on around us that made me wonder; that and all the stress,” Imelda replied. “What is this?” she repeated, gesturing at the men.

 “I wanted to come out here this morning, and the Bondell riders came out with me. When I got here, I knew what we needed to do. We’re building a chapel,” she explained. “This is a place where folks should come to pray and say thank you to the lord and ask for more miracles,” she added. “There was so much that happened here yesterday, this is a special place.”

 The men had taken a break from their labors and gathered around the women. “Were you one of the ones out here?” a thin man who was sweating profusely asked. Imelda nodded yes. “You all killed a powerful lot of lacertii here. This must have been a horrible place.”

 “It was like being a pie in the middle of the table, wasn’t it, Rashrew?” Imelda responded, noting the arrival of the Bondell rider she had met the night before last.

 “If Rashrew was involved, it was a sour berry pie,” a wise crack from an anonymous crew member raised guffaws.

 “We’ll need to go down to the river to restock our supply of stones,” Rashrew reported to Kinsey. “We’ve got a good start to the project today. We’ll call it a day today, and start early tomorrow.

 “How is it that Alec’s two favorite women are out and about without him?” Rashrew asked, stooping to pick up his yellow jersey. “Looking for more adventure? We can offer some back in Bondell, when the work here is done.”

 “Alec is still recuperating, just as he did in Bondell,” Imelda told the friend of the crown-keeper. “He used so much power yesterday that his body may need days of sleep to recover.” She began walking downhill along with the others, Pember still patiently following her. “What kinds of adventures can you offer in Bondell?” she asked, curious to know what Rashrew was hinting at.

 “We have always had raiders on our southern borders. Bondell’s governance peters out along the coast and the mountains, and there’s a vast land without rule that stretches between us and the foreign domains further south. It’s a place that breeds and harbors outlaws, smugglers, raiders, and worse,” Rashrew answered. “We need a force of cavalry to clear out the outlaws and bring peace to the region. Are you going to come over to visit us again and help us hunt this problem? It won’t be as ferocious as the war with the lacertii, but it will still provide the chance to ride and swing a sword, and it will make life better for many people.”

 “What do you say, Pember? Do you think the Duke will lend us to his cousins in Bondell?” Imelda asked playfully. Even as she asked the question, and despite feeling her fill of war, she felt genuine interest stirring in her soul at a chance to go out and ride and fight again, after a chance to rest and recharge. Besides, she could avoid the unpleasant implications of getting tied down just yet in the politics of the Goldenfields court. She could go off for a few months and have one more adventure, one more chance to test herself in battle. As long as it did not become as brutally contested as the battlefield of the lacertii war had been, she’d be happy, and what chance was there of a brutal war with smugglers?

 Pember grinned back at his captain’s jest, and the whole group rode together back in the direction of the sunset to return to camp.

 Soon after their arrival, Kinsey showed up at Alec’s tent, where Imelda already sat with the unconscious warrior. “There’s something about him that isn’t the same,” Kinsey said as she knelt on the floor next to his cot. “I think that’s what I feel. He looks different, doesn’t he? He feels…different,” she frowned. “He disturbs me.”

 “I thought the same thing,” Imelda answered. “Even under all the weariness, there is something going on; he has lost all his powers, you know. I wish he’d awaken soon so we could talk to him and set things right.”

 “Lost his powers?” Kinsey said with a face that twisted in sympathetic pain and horror. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Are you sure? How did that happen? Just yesterday he controlled more energy than I’ve ever seen anyone manage.”

 “He knew of some prophecy that said he could trade all his powers …to save me,” Imelda told her companion after a pause. “He did it while we were together the last time. I felt him give them up.”

 “No wonder he feels so different,” Kinsey said under her breath as she studied both Imelda and Alec.

 Imelda felt greater guilt, and a greater sense of obligation to Alec as she read the despair on Kinsey’s face, and guessed what an ingenaire would feel about losing their power. Alec had given it all up for her, she realized again. And what had she done for him? She’d turned down his affection, though she’d been a good friend about it, she felt. She heaved a great sigh.

 She and Kinsey spoke no more to each other as they mulled their thoughts. Later that night, after Kinsey left with a silent hug, Imelda knelt by the cot where Alec lay. “Thank you, Alec,” she whispered.



 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 2 – Imelda’s Note


 

 The next morning began early as Imelda sorted through the paperwork and reports that had piled up during her weeks upriver. Sorting through the reports was numbing, but also helped her to gain an understanding of all that had gone on in her absence. She realized in short order that Pember had done a yeoman’s work of keeping the papers moving up the chain of command effectively. As lunchtime arrived, she stretched and walked back to the tent where Alec still slept, with a priest gently chanting over his form. Armilla had appeared, and stood at guard outside the tent. She gave Imelda a friendly nod as she walked past, and the cavalry rider smiled at the sight of the stalwart protector.

 “Not to worry brother, he’ll heal,” Imelda said as she entered the tent and stood by the kneeling priest.

 “You say that with such casual confidence,” Antonio replied, not lifting his head.

 Imelda paused. She had spoken without thinking, and it had come out with less feeling for Alec than she possessed. The presence of the priest had been unexpected, and had disrupted her plan to sit and quietly talk to Alec. Although he couldn’t hear her, she still wanted to talk to him, to comfort him and herself. Instead, she had just blundered, but she didn’t want to admit it to this uninvited stranger who was here interrupting her time with Alec. She understood why Bethany had spent so much time sitting with him in Bondell, and wondered if Bethany had resented her own presence at times.

 Antonio wanted to shake his head at the girl who had barged into the tent. The guard had allowed her to enter, so she must have some role here, but her cavalier comment had disturbed the placid priest. He had recollected the events of the previous year, at a spot not far upriver, when long bouts of intense and arcane prayers had helped release a young healer from a prison of ingenaire energies. This morning he had come to the tent and begun his prayer vigil. He was virtually finished now, but he didn’t intend to leave as long as the girl was fidgeting beside him.

 Another rustling behind introduced the arrival of another person into the tent of the invalid. “Imelda!” a woman’s voice called, and the two women embraced. Antonio finished his prayer, and stood, concluding that it was perhaps time to leave after all. He saw one woman with short hair and an athletic build, her arms wrapped around a willowy, green robed woman with long blond hair in a pony tail.

 “Yula! I am so glad to see you,” Imelda murmured. “How are you feeling?”

 “I’m doing very well,” Yula answered as they broke apart. “I slept most of the day yesterday, and took a bath, a real bath, with hot water,” she laughed a giddy laugh. “The girls from the court arranged that for me,” she finished, and noted Imelda’s slight flinch at the mention of the court.

 “I saw Kinsey and the warriors from Bondell leave the camp early this morning,” Yula announced. She sat on the edge of Alec’s bed, oblivious to any protocol she might have breached. “Have you seen Shaiss or Alder or Armilla or Nathaniel?” she asked.

 Antonio left the tent, still distressed by the casual manner the two women showed in the presence of the ailing sovereign. Yula glanced pointedly at the exit as he departed without speaking.

 “I may have failed to properly show reverence for Alec,” Imelda explained as she rolled her eyes.

 “Who would show reverence for him?” Yula asked archly, then laughed. “You know, for as much as I hated being hauled around as his container of extra energy, I wouldn’t trade most of our adventure for anything else in life. Of course, there are a couple of things I could do without,” she said as she reached over to tuck a lock of hair behind his ear. “He looks different, doesn’t he?” she observed, then continued without waiting for an answer. “He’s a good boy. He really only wanted to take care of others,” she shifted her voice from its introspective mode. “I won’t ever admit that to him of course; the way he bullied me into helping him was unfair. But I learned a lot from him, and I do feel different now.” A momentary pause gave her time to lighten her mood. “So, who have you seen since we got back?”

 “Kinsey, and Allisma, and some of the Bondell riders,” Imelda answered, coming over to place her own hand on Alec’s forehead. She stroked his head repeatedly, thinking about how much she hoped he would heal soon, so they could talk. He took a deep breath, then exhaled, still looking drained and different.

 “He looks a little better, don’t you think?” Yula asked. “Do you believe what Kinsey said? About them seeing us dead on the battlefield? And traveling through time to save us all? That sounds creepy, like we’re the walking dead or something unclean.”

 “I believe it,” Imelda said without hesitation. “He did some things that were extraordinary, even for him, out there,” she said, thinking again about his decision to surrender his ingenaire powers. “I don’t think even Kinsey understands all that he did,” she added quietly.

 “I’m going to go out to see how Kinsey and Rashrew’s crew are getting along. Do you want to come along?” Imelda asked. She bent over and kissed Alec softly, then walked to the tent flap.

 “No, I’ve had all the battlefield sights I want for the time being,” Yula said, following her out of the tent. “I’m going to go see if that bathtub is still working, and then I want to see when I can return to the city, to serve the Duchess. Alec won’t need me any more, now that the battle has ended.”

 Imelda promised Armilla that she’d return to talk, then rode out through the battlefield again, observing the crews at work moving corpses into rows of graves that appeared to be arranged by units, with new graveyards arising every quarter mile or so; it was a somber sight. She reached the foot of the battlefield hill and saw that the Bondell soldiers’ industrious work had already raised walls that were waist-high in some spots on top of the knoll.

 “We are waiting for you to agree to come to Bondell. Unless you have had enough of battle, and would like to live a calmer life?” Rashrew called loudly as she approached. “Maybe your Duke will allow you to retire and live in the palace as a reward?”

 Imelda felt agitated by the implication that she would not fight any more, even though she had said something similar herself. “Rashrew, if my Duke allows, I will join you for some sport in Bondell as soon as possible,” she blurted out to the Bondell commander as she approached him. Kinsey looked at her with a look of shock on her face, and Imelda realized she has spoken impetuously for the second time that day.

 Rashrew seized the moment though, praising her decision so extravagantly that she didn’t know how to graciously back down from her rash promise. “We will ride to Goldenfields immediately to seek the authority for you to ride with us. How many riders will you bring?” he asked.

 With that, a downhill slide of events tumbled together upon Imelda, and the next morning she found herself in front of Colonel Ryder. “I have a request from the Bondell forces for my release to allow you to go with them to return to their country, and they ask that you and the cavalry join them in scouring the countryside of criminals. Are you so eager for more battle that you are ready to go chasing it wherever you can find it?” he asked with some deep tone of humor underlying his words.

 “As far as I can see, we can release you from duty here. You are therefore hereby ordered to report to the Duke at Goldenfields to receive his permission to go help his ally and father-in-law, the Prince of Bondell,” the colonel said, holding out a written order to that effect.

 “May I have some time to put a couple of things in order here?” Imelda asked, not sure how to feel about this out-of-control situation. She hadn’t expected to leave so soon, especially not before Alec had awoken. She wanted to talk with him, to sort out her confusion, to express her appreciation, and to hear his thoughts.

 Instead, she was soon back among the cavalry riders, selecting the healthy members of two platoons to join her, Rashrew and the remainder of the Bondell forces for a trip back to Goldenfields and then apparently on to Bondell. She took leave of the riders to return to the desk in her tent, where she awkwardly composed a note to leave for Alec. She had a difficult time finding the right words to express her feelings, difficult mainly because she couldn’t identify which feelings were in ascension at any particular moment. 



 


Alec, by the time you read this I will have left to join Rashrew on a journey to Bondell. He has asked for the help of our cavalry in fighting the bandits in the south of the country. As soon as our duty there is done, I will return to Goldenfields. Yours, Imelda.


 

 Well, that was all straightforward information, without a hint of emotion, she knew. She thought about the time long ago, when Alec had laid injured in the infirmary at Goldenfields, with a deadly arrow in his kidney. She had been the only person with medical training available to watch over him, and Colonel Ryder had ordered her to do so. She hadn’t thought highly of him at the time because of his rumored affair with her cousin. But Ryder had revealed to her the falseness of the rumors, and Merle the ingenaire had explained the loneliness of Alec’s childhood. She’d seen him in a different light then, and come to see him as a friend, even more so later after their first campaign to Bondell. At least a friend.


She set the first note aside and began again; he deserved better.

 


Dear Alec, As you heal from your labors, I am riding to help Rashrew with some local battles in his land, before I come back to rejoin you. I hadn’t wanted to leave you so soon, but I know you are in good hands with Armilla and the others to tend to you while I’m gone for this little while. I want to come back to talk to you, because there are many things we could say. I will miss you terribly, and look forward to seeing you again. Love, Imelda.




 



Well, that was a better, bolder product, but still not what she really felt; it would never be copied by future lovers and used to express true love, she was sure. She couldn’t find a way for ink and paper to express the awkward mix of feelings in her heart, and she wanted to see his face and hear his voice as she told him these unsettled things. She folded that letter too, and set it aside while she mulled her message and checked on her own packing.

 Pember entered the tent just then. “Shall I prepare to depart too?” he asked in a manner that made it clear he knew he was not going to be taken along on this journey.

 “I didn’t expect to have to split our regiment, but the colonel has ordered me to leave immediately. Someone has to remain in command here, and to watch over the wounded, so that we can bring them safely back home,” Imelda said evenly. “You are second-in-command for now, and will probably be the commander yourself should I ever leave the cavalry,” she added. “You are good at this, and learning to be better. Take care of everyone, and do me a favor,” she reached over and pulled the note off her desk. “Give this to Alec when he awakens.”

 Pember accepted the note with a stony face, clearly not placated by Imelda’s answer. Just then Rashrew himself entered the tent. “Our men are ready to go anytime,” he said, implying that Imelda should be ready too. “Are your riders prepared?”

 “Here take this,” Imelda answered, pushing her saddlebags towards him. “Wait for me with your men, and our riders will be with you in ten minutes.” She watched as Rashrew left the tent. “I’m going to forget something in this rush, but you know how to handle everything,” she said to Pember. “Good luck with the wounded, and hold your heads high when you ride back into Goldenfields. Let them see how proud we are of the way our cavalry performed in this war.” And with that she was out the door, shouting at her riders to get ready to depart, as she was immediately immersed in a jostling crowd of people preparing to leave.

 “Pardon me,” she heard as someone on the right side bumped hard into her. “Imelda?” the voice continued, its tone rising.

 She looked, and immediately recognized Shaiss, a light ingenaire who had joined the cavalry and fought hard, using ordinary and extraordinary abilities to fit in and contribute during battle.

 “I’m so glad to see you!” Imelda said, giving his arm an affectionate squeeze. She hadn’t seen him since early in the battle against the lacertii army. The cavalry forces had splintered apart under the pressure, and Imelda had not seen many of them since. “Is Alder alright?” she asked, referring to the other light ingenaire who had been integrated into the cavalry.

 “He didn’t make it,” Shaiss said simply. “We dismounted early when the fighting was so dangerous and we were apart from everyone else. We were bending light to stay invisible and kept dodging from spot to spot, but a flurry of arrows seemed to come at us out of nowhere, and…” his voice trailed off.

 “I’m so sorry,” Imelda said sympathetically. Alder had been the more out-going of the two, who had ridden together throughout their time in the Goldenfields cavalry.

 “He really enjoyed being in the cavalry,” Shaiss replied. “He wouldn’t have traded the experience for anything. He never planned to go back to Ingenairii Hill as long as he could ride and fight with you.” He patted her arm in return, and they moved towards the assembly area.

 When she had mounted her horse and assembled her riders, she led the way to the camp of the Bondell forces. There she found not only Rashrew and his men, but also a large contingent of court nobility. Among them she saw Yula.

 “Several folks are ready to return to court, now that the fighting is over, myself included,” Yula said. “General Hewlett indicated that your force would escort us back to Goldenfields, so these folks can get back to their usual lives,” and out of the General’s hair, she implied.

 Imelda groaned, and looked for Rashrew to see if he planned to prevent the travesty of this escort duty. Instead, she spotted him happily bending over the hands of several court ladies, pandering to them, and she groaned again. The ride back to Goldenfields had just become a less inviting prospect.

 Meanwhile, Kinsey was back at Alec’s tent, greeting Armilla as she entered. Her deep sense of uneasiness had not abated, and she felt her intuition telling her it was because of Alec’s condition. As she sat and looked at him, she tried to discern what the difference was in his appearance. It had to be a clue to his condition, she was sure. She reached out to hold his hand, and when his sleeve slipped, she saw something that made her gasp.

 Kinsey pushed his sleeve up his arm, showing his ingenaire marks. The vibrant, pulsating color and energy she expected to see were gone. The marks were dull scars on his flesh. She reached to his other arm, and found the same distressing destruction of his ingenaire marks. She sat with her head bowed, and watched her own tears drip to the floor. Imelda had told her about the loss of powers, but Kinsey had not truly grasped the concept, not as a permanent condition. But now there was proof; seeing his critical marks so desiccated was visually devastating. 


 She looked at Alec’s face through the blurry vision of her eyes. He looks so young, she thought to herself. She rubbed her eyes and blinked. He did look younger, she realized. Beneath the exhaustion and gray coloring, his features appeared to have regressed slightly in age. His cheeks were fuller and less defined. The small wisps of whiskers he had sprouted had disappeared. Why would losing his powers make him younger? She wondered. Does he know his powers have gone? Is that why he doesn’t want to awaken? Will they ever come back to him?

 Kinsey tenderly placed a hand on Alec’s forehead, like a mother testing her child’s temperature. She tried to use her ingenaire powers to sense Alec’s state of mind, but his profoundly deep slumber was beyond her ability to plumb, behind an unusual barrier she could not breach. She sighed and stood up, silently vowing to watch him closely, then left the tent.

 An hour later, the unwieldy procession of departing soldiers began to leave the camp. Imelda placed her forces in the front of the riders from Bondell, seeking not to upset them but hoping to set a pace that would speed up their progress. As they rode away, they wandered through a vast stretch of the army’s tents, supply depots, and mechanical works that had been set up for this war, so that the ride just to reach the countryside beyond the base took over an hour. Imelda turned once to look back as they finally cleared the fringe of the depot and entered the empty lands surrounding the army. A haze of smoke from the many campfires was rising above the city of tents, and a vast gray sky was around and above the smoky cloud. Now though they were away from all of that, out in the open and riding away.

 How long until she would see Alec again, she wondered?



 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 3 – Alec at the Chapel


 


Alec awoke, feeling sore, his head aching and his mind foggy. The room was dark, and his bed was hard. He had no notion of where he was, or why he was there, but his memories nagged at him, telling him that this was not a typical morning. He heard a sound, and realized it was a voice, in his room with him, chanting a prayer. He listened to the comforting cadence of the words that called for healing and comfort, then a subtle awareness stole over him that the voice was a familiar one.


He turned his head and saw a priest kneeling near his bedside. “Brother?” he said quietly, trying to place a name to the vaguely familiar face.


Antonio stopped his prayer. He’d waited a long, long time to hear Alec’s voice. He said a quick, quiet prayer of thanks, and looked up. Alec’s eyes were open, and looking at him. They were dull, not bright, and together with his matted hair created an appearance of a man who lacked self-awareness.

 “Alec?” Antonio answered. “How are you?”

 “Sleepy, and thirsty,” Alec said, his throat dry.

 “Here, take a sip of this,” the priest said, holding a small cup, which Alec took and greedily drained.

 “That was good, very good. May I have more?” Alec asked. The water had tasted unusually refreshing.

 “It should taste good! It’s your own fountain water, after all. I’ll get more in a minute. How do you feel?”

 “Sore. And tired, Antonio,” Alec replied. “What day is it?” he struggled to remember where he was, and why. Memories suddenly came flooding back, and he recollected the whole of his story with a moan.

 “It is the 20th,” Antonio replied, rising from his knees.

 “How long have I been here?” Alec responded, unable to count the days.

 “You’ve been lying in bed, unconscious, for 17 days,” his friend explained. “Long enough to make many believe that perhaps you would never awaken.”


Alec laid his head back down, and Antonio left the tent to fetch more water. Seventeen days? The boy could not comprehend spending seventeen days unconscious. He thought back to the last thing he remembered, saving Imelda and releasing his marvelous ingenaire powers as the foretold payment in return for the chance to restore life to the cavalry leader. His body had been through a great deal, often carrying two powers at once, flicking back and forth from warrior to healing and even to time traveling, all wearing at him. But seventeen days seemed inexplicably long.


He sat up, spurred by a desire to see Imelda, to know that his efforts had succeeded. Sitting took effort. His muscles were weak from the long slumber of inactivity. He sat slumped, judging whether he could easily walk across the tent, and concluding that he could. With a grunt, he rose on stiff, weak legs and walked to the tent entrance. As he reached the entrance the canvas flap flew back into the tent, and Colonel Ryder entered, knocking Alec down upon entry.


Alec sat in the dust, and looked up at the colonel, who was profusely apologizing as he bent and offered a hand to help Alec up.

 “I’m terribly sorry, your grace,” Ryder said, as he braced himself and heaved Alec back up to his feet. After Alex’s long fast, the boy was lighter than Ryder expected, and he flew upward from the force of the colonel’s help. “Antonio reported that you were awake, and I hustled over as fast as I could.”

 “It’s not your fault, DR,” Alec assured him. “I’m so weak right now I couldn’t step back out of the way.” He tottered back to his cot, and gratefully sat down, as Ryder sat in a chair. “Everyone is well? There’s so much I want to know about what has happened. Tell me everything! Is Imelda here?”

 “Everything is well, now that you’ve awoken,” Ryder replied, reaching inside his tunic for something. “Imelda is not here now, but she left you this note.” He pulled out the folded paper. “She left it with Pember, when she departed with the forces of Bondell to help them fight bandits in their southern mountainous marches. Before she left, she wrote the note to you, and left it with Pember to deliver,” he paused, as he repeated himself while Alec began to tear the paper open. “But then the time came for Pember and the rest of the cavalry to return to Goldenfields too, and so I am your delivery boy.” He stopped speaking, as Alec ignored him and read Imelda’s note.


The words on the paper were brief. “Alec, by the time you read this I will have left to join Rashrew on a journey to Bondell. He has asked for the help of our cavalry in fighting the bandits in the south of the country. As soon as our duty there is done, I will return to Goldenfields. Yours, Imelda.”


Alec read and re-read, trying to find some trace of warmth or affection in the words. He could find none in the simple, neutral language. He looked up at Ryder with eyes that were haunted by the notion that he had been so readily abandoned by the girl he had given up so much for.

 “This is bad,” Ryder instinctively thought as he saw the pain in Alec’s eyes. Ryder had raised no children of his own, but had seen hundreds of youths grow to maturity under his command in the Guard, and the look he saw in Alec’s eye’s was the look he’d seen numerous times when a boy or girl learned they’d been jilted by their paramour back home.


Ryder decided to try to ride the storm out, and began recounting the recent history of the army, the great victory, and then the rest and recovery; the colonel hoped the sound of the words would distract Alec from his pain, even if the meaning flew by unperceived. He mentioned the graveyards established along the river, and the chapel. Then Ryder detailed the gradual departure of forces, still underway, as various regiments began to trek homeward. Although it was approaching summer, many of the soldiers from the country hoped to have time to help tend the crops in their fields back home.

 “We’ve got a remnant of the Palace Guard still here, as well as several units from Oyster Bay,” Ryder informed Alec. “There aren’t many others left, just some workmen who are finishing the outpost fort at the end of the road. Delle Locksfort and one of your ingenaire friends, Kinsey, stayed! All the others were anxious to get back to the comforts of the court, but that girl insisted that she stay here, and Armilla of course.”


Alec tried hard to focus on Ryder’s words, but his attention still wandered. “Did she say anything before she left?” he asked Ryder during an eventual pause in the recitation of events.

 “She told me how you had left your companions to put yourself at a safe location, and then returned to save them all with your great abilities,” Ryder answered. “And she and the others said that you were remarkable on the battlefield as you saved and rallied your troops, and kept them all alive.”


Alec thought back to the day he had fought through the retreating lacertii army. He had felt indestructible, convinced that prophecy guaranteed his survival in battle so that he could achieve his real, very personal goal, the revival of Imelda. “I’d like to clean up and have some food,” he added. “And a cane to help me until I get my legs back,” he added reluctantly, embarrassed by the weakness he suffered.


Ryder left the teen boy to find a cane and assigned a trooper to accompany Alec to the showers and the mess tent. He returned to his command tent and called together a meeting of the leaders who remained in camp, to inform them that Alec was awake at last, and explain the ingenaire’s present weakness, even as the colonel wondered at the oddity of the healer not healing himself.


Meanwhile, Armilla intercepted the trooper who delivered the cane, and after a long, silent reunion, took over the duty of accompanying Alec around camp. She watched with pain in her eyes as Alec hobbled slowly to carry out his chores. “Would you like me to carry you?” she asked, seeking to spur him to push himself back to health.


Alec looked at her without comment, then continued to walk along, trying to increase his pace without breathing heavily.

 “Do you want me to help?” Armilla asked again as he prepared to clean himself in a hot bath.


 “No, no, and no,” Alec replied. “Go get some food ready for us to eat after I’m done here.” Minutes later he pulled on the fresh robe Armilla had fetched and stepped back out of the bath to find Armilla waiting patiently. “That felt good! Just getting clean makes me feel better already,” he told her with a smile, his first, and she noticed that he did walk faster as they went to eat.

 “I don’t know anything about what happened at the end of our battle when the lacertii were fleeing all around us. Was everyone alright?” Alec asked as they sat down at an empty table.

 “If by everyone you mean Imelda, she was fine. You healed her perfectly, more than once. Not to mention what you did for Yula and the others. Many folks were on top of the hill with us fighting, and they all walked away,” Armilla replied, for she and Kelsey and Nathaniel and Yula had repeatedly spoken among themselves, recounting the events of the battle. “That all seems like old news now. The ingenairii returned to Goldenfields when the court and most of the army left, except for Kinsey. I’ve only had the Nineteenth and the Guard to practice swordsmanship with the past two weeks. Now that you’re back among us I’ll expect you to put up a challenge,” she said. She looked at Alec and realized he wasn’t paying full attention. “I don’t think she ran away from you, Alec,” the bodyguard addressed his distraction. “Imelda cares for you,” the guard added comforting words.

 “Thank you,” Alec said, and he seemed less anguished. “So Kinsey’s still here, and she’s built a chapel on the battlefield?” he asked, remembering a fragment of Colonel Ryder’s narrative.

 “She did, right on top of that hill where we held our ground. Would you like to ride out there to see it?” Armilla asked.


Alec rested in his tent for an hour, and then willingly let Armilla boost him atop Walnut for a ride through the battlefield. “So many graves,” Alec murmured, as they passed the freshly created graveyards along the top of the river banks. “Look at how tall that spire is!” he exclaimed when he looked up at the chapel on top of the hill.

 “Has there been any word from Oyster Bay? Is everything okay back there?” he asked, seeking to hear about Bethany or Aristotle or someone he might know.

 “If there’ve been any messages, I haven’t been informed,” Armilla responded as they began to climb the small rise. “We seem to send news out, but none comes back.”


They rode their horses to the top of the hill, and Alec dismounted to enter the chapel. He knelt at the front railing, and prayed in thanks for the success of the army and the end of the war, as he thought of all the bodies he had seen on the hill during the battle, and all the blood that had been shed there. It seemed a terrible way for a site to become sanctified.

 “This is a special place now,” a voice beside him said in a quiet aside. Alec opened his eyes in startlement, and turned to see John Mark, his patron saint, kneeling beside him. “A miracle happened here, Alec. Most folks will think it involved swords and arrows and blood. But the true miracle didn’t concern such things; you surrendered your great powers on behalf of another person, without seeking anything in return. People will make pilgrimages to this place someday to seek to be consoled or healed by the great power of generosity here, even though they won’t know what caused it.”

 “I’m glad I did it,” Alec replied. “I hope people will be able to be healed,” he added, thinking about his loss of healing abilities.

 “You will miss the healing powers as much as your warrior abilities?” John Mark asked, as though reading his thoughts.

 “More, much more,” Alec told him. “Were you a healer?” he asked the saint, thinking about the feeling of satisfaction his former ability had brought.

 “Some miracles happened through me, but I was not a healer. I was really a Spiritual ingenaire in this world. When I brought peace to a person, and especially when I showed them the love of their Savior, I felt my greatest contentment,” John Mark answered. “Much as I imagine you felt about healing.

 “If you had a choice, would you prefer to have your healing powers return?” John Mark asked, “Or would you prefer to have your lady return to you?”

 “Is it possible? Does there have to be a choice?” Alec asked, his eyes wide and hope rising in his heart, followed by concern about the implications of a choice.

 “There’s always a choice, Alec,” John Mark said gently, and Alec realized there was more meaning in the simple statement than he could fathom.


Alec hesitated. Before he could answer, he thought about Bethany’s lack of faith in his commitment, and he thought Imelda’s doubts about his loyalty to her. If he really loved one special person more than anything else, he could only make one choice, he realized. And then when the right time came with the right woman, he would tell her about his choice, sooth her doubts, and prove his love, winning her heart in return. But if he did that, he would never be a healer again…

 He closed his eyes. “I want to have the power to heal people. I want to protect and improve people’s lives. I want to be an ingenaire again,” he decided. He felt a forlorn guilt as he did so, knowing that his selfish decision had just proven how correct both women were to doubt his faithfulness and leave him.

 Armilla looked in through the open doorway at where Alec knelt alone before the chapel’s small altar.


John Mark told him. “You’ve made a good decision. I’m always proud of you, Alec,” and Alec felt a hand pat him lightly on the back. “You know what to do, don’t you?” he asked. Alec nodded, for as that warm hand rested on his shoulder, the knowledge of exactly what to do was suddenly and firmly implanted in his mind.

 “Is everything alright?” Armilla asked. Startled, Alec looked around at where she stood by the chapel’s entrance.

 “Everything is fine, Armilla,” Alec said as he stood up. “I’m going to stay here to pray. You can go back to camp and I’ll meet you there in a little while.”

 Armilla sensed some catch in Alec’s voice that alerted her to look at her ward more closely. She saw stress and discomfort in his face, a look that was more unhappiness than physical strain. “Why are you trying to get rid of me? What are you up to?” she asked abruptly.

 Alec sighed. “I’m going on a pilgrimage, and it’s going to be a long, long journey. I may not return to Oyster Bay, Armilla, not for a long, long time. You aren’t expected to go with me. You can go back to the palace and serve, or be free if you wish.”

 Armilla stared at Alec for a long time.

 “Are you nuts? Are you still wrong in the head? What are you talking about now? Listen. You are supposed to be a steward of the people. You’re not supposed to be running away from responsibility and obligation, as you’ve been doing for all these months. You’re supposed to go back to the Palace and take charge and make the people of the Dominion feel secure until the heir is found. You’re the hero everyone is looking for right now! They’re out there waiting for you.

 “Even if you’re not going to do the right thing for the residents of the Dominion, what makes you think I’m going to stop doing my duty?” she thundered. “I am not going to run out on you, so just forget that line of horse droppings.”

 Alec stood next to his horse with his head down, listening to Armilla. He knew he was too weak to wage a contest with her, so he gave a great sigh, and accepted defeat for the moment. “Let’s go back to camp then,” he capitulated. When he reached up to grab the saddle, his sleeves fell down, giving him pause. The ingenaire marks on his arms were dull and faded, covered with peeling skin. He felt the import of the signs hit him hard; they were a graphic reminder, embedded in his own flesh. 



Tears began to well up in his eyes at the vivid reminder of the powers he had surrendered. He’d lost Bethany, he’d lost Imelda, he’d lost his powers, and he’d lost his will to win.


He pulled hard and jumped, barely securing a foot in the stirrup. He paused to catch his breath, and then heaved his right leg over Walnut’s back in an ungainly fashion to take his seat, after which he looked over at Armilla. She was already in her saddle, watching him like a hawk. Without a word he tugged at his reins and began the trip back to camp. By the time they returned to Alec’s tent, the sun was beginning to set.


Kinsey was waiting in his tent. When he entered, she rose abruptly from her seat, and rushed to hug him. He felt her body against his, and his arms embraced her, just as tightly as her arms squeezed him. He gave a convulsive sob, and Kinsey opened up all her powers, seeking to take his pain and instill some comfort to him, knowing how much he was hurting.

 “Alec,” she whispered. “You have been so great, and done and given so much. I have waited and waited to see you up again! You’re tired, aren’t you?” she said as she stepped back from their embrace and looked at him. “Get some sleep and we can talk in the morning.” She guided him to his cot, and helped him get under the covers, providing comfort and maintaining a cheery disposition in the face of his depression, then left the tent in Armilla’s company, and Alec fell asleep in short order.

 He awoke at midnight, and lay in bed listening to the small sounds that still occurred in the shrunken camp, as someone snored, while a horse nickered gently and the wind flapped a loose piece of canvas. He sat up in the darkness, groped on the floor, and found his clothes. After dressing he stood up, reached to grab his sword, and stepped out of the tent. He stopped in the open street and got his bearings, then slowly walked towards the dark end of the camp where the stables were established. Alec walked among the horses until he heard one nearby nicker, and he knew it was Walnut. After taking his time to saddle the horse and add saddle bags and a blanket, he slowly walked him to the cooking tent. Alec pilfered a variety of foodstuffs to fill the saddlebags, then laboriously climbed up into the saddle again, checked the stars to get his bearing, and rode out of camp. He was beginning a journey to reclaim the healer identity he had surrendered.

 




 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 4 – Bethany’s Duty


 


Bethany awoke in the morning, feeling alive with anticipation of the upcoming day’s ride in the country with Tritos. The stone ingenaire often lacked that sense of mischief which Bethany enjoyed and practiced, and she smiled as she thought about the times she had pushed him out of his comfort zone with whimsy and pranks. But he bore it all with good humor and patience, and in turn he helped her to be a more somber person when circumstances required.

 Today’s horse ride would be their last together before she went on her first assignment for the Water House, traveling to Frame to earn funds through service. An ingenaire was needed to reroute a creek that ran through the city; it served as a noisome open sewer, and she was to spend several days rerouting it into a covered ditch that would reduce the smell and disease it spread through a surrounding neighborhood. Not glamorous work, which is why a junior ingenaire was carrying it out in exchange for payment by the city fathers. An ordinary assignment, but unusually, Aristotle had personally interceded with the new Head of the Water House, a man named Hiron, in the Water House process to recommend Bethany for the trip; Bethany didn’t know why, but she appreciated his support for anything that gave her something to occupy her time and talent.

 The senior water ingenairii got the plum assignments, like developing fountains in palace gardens! That’s what she hoped to do someday, but for now she took the duties assigned, while remembering the adventure she had known when the Goldenfields cavalry had taken her to Bondell.

 She’d realized she probably wouldn’t have to wait terribly long to be able to carry out a few better assignments; the civil war had cruelly cut short the lives of many of the older ingenairii, and young ones like her would rise quickly. They might have to carry out great deeds and humble ones too, until more apprentices began to come into the house and train to once again take over the simple tasks.

 But all of that was in the future, and she was arising today. She dressed and cleaned and prepared, then left the water house and languidly journeyed downhill to meet Tritos at the stables. She was a few minutes late. When she got there Tritos was already waiting, with both horses out of the barn, saddled and standing patiently. He leaned towards her to peck her cheek, and they clamored into their saddles. Tritos was not a practiced rider, but he could manage adequately. Bethany’s mind slipped back again to the long journey she had made to Bondell with Alec and the Goldenfields cavalry. What a trip that had been! They’d lived in their saddles for several days as the horses carried them on the longest ride she’d ever made. And those cavalry riders had been superb riders. They were men and women who felt at home in a saddle.

 But this was a gentler ride, and after a few hours they returned from their picnic, pleasantly drowsy from the pleasures of one another’s company. The hugged and kissed, and Bethany promised to write, then they were apart. Bethany had packing to do to prepare for the evening’s departure on board one of Natha Millershome’s ships.

 Her journey was an uneventful four days traveling on the river. She enjoyed the travel on the water. It was her element, and she lay in her small bunkroom, listening to the sounds made by the hull moving through the river. An occasional smitten boathand came by to see if she needed anything, but other than that she had nothing to interrupt the communion with the water.

 When she arrived at Frame, she had a porter bring her bag to the Golden Bough Inn, a residence often used by ingenairii. Frame felt different from Oyster Bay, or from Goldenfields, for that matter. There was no tension here, she reflected. Is that something a spiritual ingenaire would say, she wondered? The city had not been threatened with patricidal revolt, death of a monarch, civil war among its powers, or potential invasion by lacertii. It was different from Oyster Bay and Goldenfields in that sense, she realized. Frame was a town that hadn’t lost resources, or people, or innocence or trust.

 The Council of the city would meet in two days, and she would officially begin working after that meeting. The City Council was very likely to approve paying for all of Bethany’s work, but propriety still required her to wait for contract approval before beginning the work.

 The following day, still waiting for the Council to meet, Bethany spent the day roaming the city. She received directions to the part of town where she would be working, and dressed in ingenaire robes to ward off over-friendly men, she walked through the streets to see where she was going to spend time creating improvements in public health. Despite the increasing summer temperatures, she wore an extra layer of clothes under her robes, giving her a bulkier appearance than usual, another way of reducing the likelihood of men making advances.

 The ingenaire found the slums of the city where she was to work. She wrinkled her nose and coughed as the unpleasant odor of the stream she observed wafted to her. This would be an unhappy place to live, and even worse in the summer she reflected. A movement caught her attention, as a furtive rat scurried from one cranny on the bank of the stream to another.

 “What are the likes of you doing in this part of town?” a hand grabbed hold of her elbow, and she jumped in startlement.

 Turning, she saw an elderly man next to her, looking closely at her face. She could smell his breathe, rancid with organic fragrances, and held her breath. “I was just walking around the city today,” she said, preparing to call upon her powers to dump gallons of water upon the man if his intentions appeared to turn hostile.

 “Well, I’ll walk you back a bit to a nicer place, and recommend that you not come back down here without a man or two next time,” her apparent protector said. He turned slightly away from her to indicate the direction they needed to go, and she exhaled deeply. “Especially stay away in the evening. Most of the troublemakers around here are still asleep this time of day, but they’d be awake and love to have a chance to meet you after sunset,” he warned as they started to walk.

 Eliot was her escort’s name, and Bethany listened in amusement as he spoke without pause about the many everyday things that rose to the surface of his consciousness as they passed roads, houses, shops, wells, and people. Soon they were at a corner where he stopped. “You’ll be mostly safe from here on, and I don’t want to go too much further,” Eliot told her. “You don’t have far to go from here to get back to that nice inn of yours. Just step carefully, miss.”

 “Won’t you come to the inn with me, and let me treat you to some lunch?” Bethany pleaded. She wanted to thank the man for his kindness. “I owe you something,” she added.

 “Just the pleasure of being in the company of such a pretty young thing has been enough for me,” Eliot replied. “And I don’t want to get too much further into the city where a patrol might find me without a bolthole I can reach,” he added with a grin.

 Bethany looked at him uncertainly. Suddenly she realized that despite his appearance, he wasn’t as old as she had assumed. He turned and walked away as she studied him. The ingenaire felt the pieces of knowledge click together. He wasn’t old enough to be her grandfather, as she had assumed. The life he had lived in the unhealthy conditions of the slums had quickened his aging and made him appear much older than he actually was. He might not be old enough to even be her father. Would Alec had been able to cure him of his ills and woes, she wondered idly?

 She reached the entrance to the inn, and climbed the stairs to her room. Why am I thinking about Alec, she questioned herself. Bethany opened her writing desk and began writing a letter to Tritos. As she did so, the bells at the cathedral began to ring loudly. Half a minute later, another church also began to peal its bells, and then others took up the cacophonous din.

 Bethany left her room and went down to the lobby. “What is it? Why are the bells sounding?” she asked.

 “News! News is in! The Crown Protector’s army beat the lacertii out in the wilderness. Goldenfields is safe!” the woman behind the desk told her.



 



 


 


 


 

Chapter 5 – Goldenfields Questions


 

 Imelda and the accompanying riders from Bondell and Goldenfields were in the shade of a rock formation as the late afternoon sun began to approach the mountains on the far western side of the Bondell Desert. They’d taken an easy approach to crossing the desert, helped by the relatively mild temperatures before the worst of summer struck. A few plants were still green and the fodder supplies they carried seemed more than adequate to get them across the desert and into the hospitable valley of the mountains of Bondell.

 The prior year’s experience in desert riding and arid conditions allowed Imelda and the Goldenfields riders to withstand the journey much better than the Bondell riders had expected, and the respect the cavalry received grew accordingly.

 Rashrew signaled that it was time to resume moving. “We’ll be able to cover a lot of ground as the sun goes down and the desert cools down,” he told Imelda. “Two more days and we’ll be in the far mountains and almost home.”

 Imelda knew that eager as he was to return to his native land, Rashrew had enjoyed the interlude in Goldenfields. After the ride with the nobles from the battleground back to the Duke’s city, the returning army had been feted with victory celebrations. The duke had generously lauded the returning soldiers, and had embarrassed Imelda with accolades for her service and battles.

 For the Duke, the end of the war with the lacertii signaled the end to a series of troubles that had besieged his land, and he showed his relief with lavish praise and revelry that consumed a week. Only once did Imelda have the privilege of meeting the Duke in a semi-private meeting. She had always relied on Colonel Ryder and even Alec to communicate with the Duke, although she had served as his bodyguard often. She didn’t know what to tell him about the war as he peppered her with questions.

 “Yes, Alec made peace with some of the lacertii, and let them leave,” she said defensively when a member of the court implied the peace gesture had been a mistake. “And those lacertii went to their homeland to try to end this war, and they know there are people here they can trust.

 “That’s why Colonel Ryder and the others let the rest of the lacertii escape without pursuit,” she continued. “When Alec awakens, he’ll explain it better than I can. I didn’t believe it was the right decision at first, but now I think Alec knew what he was doing.”

 “If he saved my life, I’d support him too. Nonetheless, we should have followed the lacertii in retreat and wiped them out,” the nobleman said.

 “That’s enough for now,” the Duke ended the exchange, without revealing his own thoughts.

 Imelda was dissatisfied with the exchange, but said no more until later, when the Duke’s guard pulled her aside, and she found herself in the hallway with the ruler. “We’ve received reports about the outcome of the battle, but you’re the first officer I’ve met who was in the battle. Tell me truthfully if you think it was wise to let the lacertii escape,” he said to her.

 “When Alec didn’t kill Rosebay, I was angry at first,” Imelda began.

 “Who is Rosebay?” the Duke interrupted.

 “She is a lacertii noblewoman who we captured on one of the supply barges. She told us she belonged to a faction of lacertii that opposed the war against Goldenfields; Alec worked things out so she got her own lacertii army, and he sent her back to her home to put a stop to the war,” Imelda hurriedly explained.

 The Duke raised an eyebrow inquisitively.

 “There were two lacertii armies coming towards our outpost, when Alec led a fight against the leaders of one army until it agreed to follow Rosebay, then he let it go fight the other lacertii army until they agreed to follow Rosebay too,” she tried to expand.

 “Kinsey trusted Rosebay, and Alec trusted Rosebay, so Nathaniel and I ended up trusting Alec to make the right decision,” Imelda added. “Kinsey is a spirit ingenaire, and Alec trusts her. I do too,” the guard finished.

 “So the Crown Protector told Ryder and the others not to pursue the lacertii we were fighting?” the Duke asked one last question as he prepared to move on to his next appointment.

 “No, Alec didn’t give that order. He was unconscious after all the energy he expended on the battlefield. I think the others who survived on the battlefield with him told the leaders what we had done out in the wilderness,” Imelda explained.

 “Did Alec agree when he awoke?”

 “He hadn’t awoken by the time I left camp, but I believe he’d agree with the decision. Our own army lost a lot of men on the battlefield as well, you know. I saw so many corpses when we rode through the battleground, your grace. I’m not afraid to fight and die, but that battle, well, I don’t have words,” Imelda trailed off.

 “I understand. That’s enough; I didn’t mean to grill you,” the duke responded. “You did well I know, and your service is greatly appreciated, as is your willingness to plunge right back in and go help our friends in Bondell. You’ll be sufficiently rewarded when you return, I assure you. Keep yourself and your people safe over there, and come back soon.” He walked off with his guards, leaving Imelda alone in the hallway.

 After that exchange, Imelda did not see the Duke again. She felt uneasy that both Ryder and the Duke implied some criticism of Alec’s decision to send Rosebay home safely. If they had been on the battlefield they would understand so much better, she was sure. Instead, Alec, who had fought so hard, so far above any other warrior she had seen, was somehow subtly seen as weak for making a compassionate decision.

 When she got back from Bondell, she would straighten things out for Alec and with Alec.



 



 


 


 


 

Chapter 6 – Alec in the Wilderness


 

 Alec let Walnut ride at a gentle pace through the night. Alec didn’t have the energy to try to guide the horse through the hazards of an unknown terrain in the dark, and Walnut had spent the past two weeks without exercise, confined while Alec was unconscious, leaving the horse less fit than usual.

 Alec dozed as they walked upriver, away from the camp. By the starlight and the partial moon he had seen Kinsey’s chapel on the hill when they had passed it. They continued to ride eastward, across land where the Goldenfields and Dominion armies had not pursued the fleeing lacertii. The lands had not become battlefields, and there were neither graveyards, nor many bodies still unburied, except for those lacertii soldiers who had died from injuries they received earlier. The ground nonetheless continued to be littered with equipment and material the soldiers had discarded as heavy or unnecessary while they continued their long walk homeward.

 After several hours, the rim of the horizon began to brighten as dawn started to appear in front of Alec and Walnut. By the rising sun’s crimson light, Alec realized that even if the river valley hadn’t been easy to follow, the trail of the retreating army would have shown him the way towards his destination. With the sunlight illustrating the trampled ground and all the debris from the lacertii retreat, Alec had no problem in moving ahead. By mid-morning he was worn out, and got off Walnut, letting them both rest in the shade of a small riverside grove of cottonwoods, to avoid the worst of the mid-day heat.

 When the height of the heat had passed, he roused himself to get back in the saddle and rode out again, heading east. His pace continued to be deliberate and easy, since he had no deadline for reaching his goal. Late in the day, he stopped to examine a sad formation; dozens of lacertii bodies lay together. He’d seen fewer and fewer dead lacertii the further he rode away from the battlefield, and this particular site was a closely packed cluster of men and women.

 They were, he belatedly realized, the officer corps. They all wore uniforms with stripes and markings, and many wore elaborate swords that appeared to be too delicate for real use.

 The officers must have tried to stop the retreat at this point, and the soldiers had resisted. They’d resisted to the point of mutiny, corralling the officers together, and then butchering them. Then, freed of the constraint of leaders, the soldiers must have continued on their way towards home. The smell in the air from the long-dead bodies was more than Alec could withstand, and he remounted the uneasy Walnut to ride further away.

 They continued to ride until well past sunset. Alec wasn’t sure if he’d be followed. He suspected he would be; Armilla would not take kindly to his disappearance, he knew. He suffered punishment from her once before when he’d abandoned her protection, and he knew more was coming when they met again. He didn’t have the stamina to ride hard and fast, but he would travel as far as possible, to delay being caught.

 After a night without a fire, he departed early and rode further, and continued to do so for several days without incident. Walnut has an abundant supply of grass to forage, while Alec ran out of camp supplies within a few days and started having to forage as well. He started eating riverside roots again, and other edible plants as he found them. His healer knowledge remained available to help him decide if something was safe or not. The same was not true of his warrior skills however. He discovered that he could not successfully use a lacertii bow and arrow he found to hunt for small game. And so he suffered a monotonous diet growing constantly thinner, and rode along, with too much time to think about too many things.



 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 7 – Companions in Pursuit


 


Kinsey awoke on the morning Alec was gone, and sensed a change. She attended her needs, then walked to Alec’s tent and discovered he was out of bed already. Surprised, she went to the mess tent, then went to Armilla’s tent. “I didn’t see Alec at his tent or having breakfast,” she informed the guardian of the crown protector.

 “That boy!” Armilla immediately growled with exasperation before she even opened her eyes. “He’s run away! He was ready to yesterday, and he’s gone and done it. Let’s go see if Walnut is in camp.” They hurried over to the rope corral, where a quick survey showed Walnut was gone, and they then hurried around the guard posts to see if Alec had gone out for an early morning ride.

 “No ma’am,” the sentries replied when asked if they had seen Alec ride away.

 “Where’d he go, Kinsey?” Armilla asked, visibly straining to maintain her temper.

 “I can’t tell,” the ingenaire replied. “I can tell he’s gone. I have a feeling, but it is so vague I don’t really even know if it is my imagination or Alec. You say he was ready to go yesterday? Where was he going to go? Why?”

 “Let’s go talk to Ryder about this,” Armilla responded, and minutes later they were in the tent with the commanding officer at the camp that had remained behind to watch over Alec.

 “What exactly did he say yesterday that makes you so sure he’s run away?” Ryder asked.

 “We were at the chapel, and he tried to shoo me away, but I wouldn’t have any of that,” Armilla told her small audience. “Then he told me he wanted to go on a journey, and he didn’t know if he’d go back to Oyster Bay or not.”

 “Let’s get a patrol mounted, and out looking for him right now,” Ryder said decisively.

 “That boy has been nothing but trouble. When we find him I’m going to whip him into shape,” Armilla muttered.

 Ryder briefly spoke to an aide, who went off to send the patrols in motion. Once the three of them were alone, he turned to Armilla and Kinsey again. “I don’t know exactly what happened out there while you all were along the river, but Imelda was flustered about Alec, I could tell. Then, when he awoke, I gave him a note she had left for him, and I could see the light go out in his eyes, as if she had reached out and snuffed the candle right then and there.

 “He is heartbroken,” Ryder said simply.

 “That’s not all,” Kinsey added tentatively.

 “What else is there?” Armilla asked.

 “He, he lost all his powers,” Kinsey said.

 “How? When? He didn’t say anything about that,” Armilla exclaimed.

 “Imelda told me. It was some type of prophecy. In order to bring Imelda back to life the last time, he had to surrender all his powers,” Kinsey explained.

 “The last time? He brought her back to life more than once?” Ryder gasped.

 “Twice. Actually three times, if you include the time he healed her while we were giving Rosebay her army,” Kinsey continued.

 “After I knock some sense into him, I’m going to ride to Bondell and knock some sense into her!” Armilla bellowed. “That stupid girl! What was she thinking, riding away and leaving him like that after he made that type of sacrifice for her?”

 “That may have been my fault,” Ryder jumped in. “I ordered her to leave quickly. I thought I was doing her a favor, getting her out of this camp. I didn’t know Alec had done so much for her. Good Lord, you should have seen the two of them fight with each other back in Goldenfields. I never would have thought there could have been any type of attachment between them.

 “She’s the one who gave him one of those scars, you know,” he said, motioning to his face.

 “You stay here and wait for someone to bring him back, then don’t let him out of your sight,” Ryder said as he stood. “I’m going to take the rest of what little we have in this camp out in another couple of patrols to try to find him. He must be on his way back to Goldenfields to try to find Imelda.” He left the two girls alone in the tent.

 Looking at one another wordlessly, they walked out of the tent, and soon were virtually alone in the camp as all the soldiers went off in search of the missing commander.

 A couple of the patrols returned empty-handed that night, but others stayed out as they ranged further towards Goldenfields in search of Alec. By the next morning, Armilla and Kinsey were getting nervous about the failure to find Alec. They met at the entrance to his empty tent, where they surprised the only two other people in camp who were not part of the search effort.

 Brother Antonio and Delle Locksfort were at the tent when the girls arrived. Locksfort had stayed at the camp when the rest of the Stronghold contingent had returned to their native home. Delle had stayed because he wanted to see Alec again, even though he was ignored if not blatantly ostracized by the other residents of the camp. The Locksfort name held a terrible stigma outside of Stronghold, and so Delle had made no acquaintances except Brother Antonio.

 “Any word on the search?” Delle asked Armilla as the women arrived.

 “Not so far, and it’s been a day and a half since he left,” she answered. “With the road being built, he could travel quite a way in a hurry,” she thought out loud.

 “What if he’s not riding on the road?” Delle asked. “What if he’s riding in the other direction?”

 “You mean he might be following Rosebay?” Kinsey asked, her curiosity sparked.

 “Or running away, or something else,” Delle replied.

 “You don’t think he would, do you?” Armilla chimed in.

 “He isn’t the type to surrender or run away,” Brother Antonio protested. “When he was trapped in his body last year, he didn’t ever give up.”

 “No he wouldn’t give up, but maybe there’s something he’s running to. He could be chasing after Rosebay, to see if he could help her,” Kinsey responded.

 “What good would he be to her, without his powers?” Armilla asked.

 There was a silent pause as they all pondered the possibility. “It sounds right. I think he did go up the river,” Kinsey interjected. “But I don’t know why.”

 “Perhaps he wanted to go back to our camp site by the river, just as a retreat, to think through everything that’s happened,” Armilla tentatively suggested.

 “Maybe,” Kinsey said without conviction.

 “Well, regardless, if he went east, and all the search parties went west, they aren’t going to find Alec,” Delle declared. “I’m ready to go after him and bring him back in right now.”

 Armilla and Kinsey looked at one another. Kinsey sensed no malevolence or ill intent in Delle, and shrugged slightly to indicate so to Armilla.

 “He’s got a day and a half lead on us,” Armilla commented without arguing, indicating she was willing to travel with the Locksfort family member. “Brother, you’ll stay here in camp and let Colonel Ryder know where we’ve gone?”

 “I will,” Antonio agreed.

 “Let’s get packed and get moving as quickly as we can,” Armilla told the other two. “Get your gear together, get a horse, and we’ll meet on the east side of camp in half an hour,” leading the group to briefly disband as they each momentarily went their own ways.



 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 8 – At the Ruined City


 

 Alec continued his journey across the summer time steppes of the open land between Goldenfields and the Pale Mountains. Occasional summer storms drenched him with brief bouts of rain, while long stretches of sunny days left him dry and warm most of the time during his ride along the River Giffey.

 A fortnight after leaving the army camp, Alec spotted a distant change on the horizon, a shadow that he knew was the first sign of the Pale Mountains. The flatness of the terrain diminished, and trees began to appear along more small waterways. Within two days, the mountains were an overwhelming fact, not to be ignored as they cast morning shadows far out across the land.

 The notch of the river valley was clearly evident, and the ancient city that sat above the river at that point gleamed brightly, just as it had two years earlier, when he and Leah had floated past it, traveling in the opposite direction. Alec camped across the river from the city, arriving at the site as the sun set, and the next morning, he and Walnut found a ford where they could cross to the opposite shore and ride up into the ruins.

 The pristine appearance from a distance dissolved up close, beginning on the weed-infested road that led from the river banks to the overlooking city set up on a mountain spur. Stones were cracked, displaced, or missing from the pavement, walls were tumbled down piles, and statutes were heaps of dismembered stones. Alec stopped and looked at a statute of a woman who stood in the center of a square. Her head was on the ground below her feet, and her arms were broken off at the elbows.

 Alec looked at the weathered face that looked up askew from the ground. The gentle smile still retained a placid welcoming expression that made Alec wish he had known the model. Its implied gentleness reminded him of Helen Millershome, whose gentle courtesy and compassion were the greatest Alec had ever known.

 As Alec walked Walnut around the city, he kept vigilant for any signs of other visitors or residents among the ruins. He had an uneasy sense that he was being followed, but there were no signs that anyone but wild animals had disturbed the urban setting in the recent past.

 He tied Walnut to a rusty iron hitching ring outside one large building and went inside. The city had crept up the side of the mountain. Alec had chosen to reach the tallest building in the highest point of the city, and began climbing the interior stairs, seeking access to the roof, and the views he expected it to offer.

 The architects of the ancient city had favored large windows and interior courtyards that lent light and air through the rooms and hallways of the building. Alec found the concept to be practical and attractive; if I ever build something new, it will be like this, he promised himself. He easily found the stairway, and climbed upward through the clutter and debris that had accumulated over unknown centuries of abandonment.

 When he finally reached the top, he was on a flat roof that gave glorious views of vistas that stretched three quarters of the way around. Only the mountain behind him blocked the view.

 It was just past midday, and the sun was high overhead. Alec looked due north.

 He could see the river valley stretching miles and miles to the north, running between two mountain ridges. Somewhere up along those mountains were the remains of Walnut Creek and Riverside. What would they be like now, two years after their horrific devastation by the lacertii?

 To his left, stretching west was the rolling tableau of foothills that gave way to flat prairie, and the river slightly meandered as it made its long, slow way across the empty space, disappearing on the horizon without any significant bend in its path.

 He’d left a lot behind out there in the west. He’d run away from the confusion of Bethany and Imelda, from the toil of the crown protector, and from the despair of his status as ingenaire without powers. Over the many days he’d been alone with Walnut, Alec had thought a great deal, and tried to understand what he was doing by running away.

 He knew that he shouldn’t have left everything and everyone behind without explanation. Only the blessing he’d received from John Mark gave him confidence that it was right. He held on to that confidence tenaciously. In several more days he hoped to reach his destination, and confirm that he had done the right thing.

 As he idly pondered what awaited him up the river, his eyes casually focused on a small, dark patch moving with purpose along the river bank, coming towards him. He strained to make out details, but could resolve nothing more than the likelihood that it was a handful of riders on horses. As he watched them intently, the group paused for several minutes, then changed direction, and headed directly towards the river. They appeared intent on crossing the river at the same ford he had used that morning.

 Suddenly, Alec no longer felt so lonely. He was about to have companions, he realized.



 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 9 – First Encounter


 

 By the time Alec reached the great white city, Rashrew, Imelda and their followers had left the City of Bondell and ridden south along the sea coast for two weeks. The Goldenfields cavalry and Bondell forces had reached the southernmost city in the Dominion, South Harbor, then turned inland to begin hunting down the ruffians and smugglers who were their target.

 On the day Alec awoke and rode into the ruins, Imelda awoke in a small village along a shallow river in an inland mountain village.

 “We’re going to split our forces into four groups,” Rashrew instructed a mixed assemblage of leaders from the Bondell and Goldenfields forces.

 The cavalry forces were in a village that was the farthest reach from the capital of Bondell. The nameless village had been attacked twice in the past month, and Rashrew suspected that it would be attacked again by the same band of men who had looted it before.

 “Imelda, your group of Goldenfields riders will go further east to look for signs of the raiders – camps, stations, or even stationary forces. Ride as far as a day out, then turn around and come back. We’ll have a local guide go with you to help identify local landmarks for the first few miles. Try to map out as much as you can, especially any strongholds or any trails that show obvious signs of usage.

 “The second group,” he continued, “yours, Mitae, will go back west along the river to see if anyone has tried to sneak in behind us and to keep things clear. Same goes for you; ride out a day, then ride back here, and map the things you see.

 “I’ll take the third group. It will be mixed riders from both Bondell and Goldenfields. The locals think there’s a canyon out east that may be used as a camp for the raiders, so we’re going to ride east with the first group for a few miles, then our guide will point out the canyon, and we’ll follow it to its end, looking for any signs of trouble.

 “The last group will be the smallest,” Rashrew finished his instructions. “We’ll leave a dozen hidden here in the village, as protection. If anyone is watching us and sees our forces ride out, they may think they can strike these folks while we’re gone, and this way we’ll have a nasty surprise waiting for them. Cole, you’ll keep your folks in the large green barn behind the stone house.”

 “Do you really think they’ll attack?” Cole asked.

 “We’ve been paying folks cash for goods and use of their stables the past two days,” Rashrew answered. “If word of that has spread, and if it looks like we’ve left the village, it should provide a tempting target.”

 “So we’ll meet back here tomorrow night?” Imelda asked.

 “Yes,” Rashrew agreed. “Everyone should ride out this morning, set up camp when night falls, then come back here tomorrow,” he confirmed.

 The meeting broke up, and the commanders went to collect their gear and their riders. Imelda and her two dozen soldiers set out with a local man as their guide, and Rashrew’s group riding behind them. The river valley they rode in was a green floor from which steep stony mountains rose, creating a sense of entrapment. Imelda looked at the trees and foliage that grew from shelves and crevasses among the mountain sides. This would be a dangerous place to be ambushed, she thought. The land was different from the open plains she was used to in Goldenfields, and she’d spent many hours trying to imagine how to fight in such circumstances. She looked now at possible escape routes in every situation; out on the plains it was easy to avoid trouble, but here she knew that hidden enemies could rain harm down on a squad and inflict serious harm, or even catastrophic destruction if there was no place to escape to.

 The other thing she spent time thinking about was Alec, and particularly something she believed he had done to her. She found that she was able to comfort and heal small wounds and aches, a talent that had come to her since Alec had resurrected her on the battlefields in the wars with the lacertii. She’d known that Alec’s friend Cassie had developed healer skills after Alec had saved her life, through some transference of his essence to her during his intimate exercise of totally committed healing energies. She had found that the same transference had implanted his healing abilities in her as well.

 Since the discovery, she had tried to analyze and practice using her new ability, delighting in what she was able to do. She found that she could heal best when she could concentrate and picture what she wanted to accomplish. Combined with her medic training, also from Alec at an earlier time, she felt confident and thankful for her ability. Almost every member of her cavalry had been treated as she practiced her new talent on every ache she was aware of.

 She thought about Alec himself as well. There was no way to reach out to him to find out how he was, or learn how he felt after reading her note of farewell. She wondered when he awoke, and where he was now and what he thought about her. Probably he was in Goldenfields or even back in Oyster Bay, living in the great palace. What does a crown protector do, she wondered irreverently.

 Rashrew was saying something to her, she realized. “What did you say?”

 “That canyon up ahead on the right is where we will depart,” the Bondell leader repeated. “Move your men to the front and continue forward. We’ll stay in the back and peel off. Good luck and happy hunting!” he stuck out his hand and shook vigorously as they parted.

 Imelda refocused on her duties as they rode past the mouth to the narrow canyon. She turned and paused to watch Rashrew ride jauntily away; he had kept the command of cavalry riders both loose and united with his boisterous sense of humor and ability to relate to all the riders, regardless of background. He was a good leader, she admitted. As they rode further her mind came back to the task at hand, and she resumed scanning her environment. She realized there were fewer of the cultivated fields along the river. The floor of the river valley was almost the only flat land available to grow crops, except for some terraced fields she had seen closer to the village, but here they were getting too far from the village to be useful.

 “That canyon,” the local guide said, referring to Rashrew’s destination.

 Imelda looked at the man, who she’d barely noticed so far. He appeared to be about her father’s age, with all the teeth on the right side of his mouth gone. His speech was slightly slurred as a result, and she had to listen carefully.

 “What about that canyon?” she asked.

 “It’s dangerous. We never let our people go up there anymore, because when they do, they never come back. Even if a shepherd found the tracks of a whole herd of sheep going into the canyon, we wouldn’t go in after them,” the man explained. “Your companions are strong, so they should be okay.”

 “Why is it dangerous? Does anyone know? Wild animals? Bandits?” Imelda asked, her curiosity aroused. Rashrew had almost a score of riders with him. Some were from Bondell, not trained in fighting from the saddle, but good fighters nonetheless. And some were part of her command from Goldenfields, who were practiced in the best ways to maximize their lethal ability from atop a horse.

 “We think it’s ghosts,” the man responded to her question.

 “Ghosts?” Imelda asked in a skeptical tone.

 “There are very old, very, very old buildings in that canyon, older than anyone who ever has lived in our village. The oldest folks remember them always being there, always deserted,” he answered. “Of course I don’t really think there are ghosts,” he added with a sheepish grin, “but it’s as good an explanation as any.”

 Imelda turned to Hopkins, her second-in-command, and asked that he start taking notes for map-making now that they were past the canyon. She send three scouts out in front, urging them to try to ride as high up as they could, looking for game trails to use, and to look for notable features or signs of human use.

 An hour later they stopped to water the horses and to grab a bite of lunch. Imelda stared at a shallow canyon, where a stream of water could be seen gushing from an opening high up in the wall of the mountain.

 “It’s cold water,” she heard.

 She looked behind her where their guide, Davon, stood looking over her shoulder. “I’ve gone up to the end of the canyon, and that water is like ice when it comes out of the cave!”

 Imelda laughed, and regretted that she didn’t have time to go feel the icy water herself. But she recognized that they needed to travel as far as possible, so with a sigh, she ordered everyone to mount up, and they resumed riding.

 That night, they camped without a fire. They’d traveled more than thirty miles, Imelda estimated. Few bandits on foot were likely to journey so far from the village if it represented their closest target. There’d been no signs of any banditry anywhere along their route, and Imelda wondered if they had gone on a wild goose chase.

 How far did these mountains stretch, she wondered, and what was on the other side? The locals didn’t know; there was no end to the mountains, they shrugged. Imelda stood up and walked from one sentry post to another, asking if anything unusual was evident. Satisfied that the campsite was secure, she laid among her own covers and fell asleep.

 The next morning the camp was awake at sunrise and started moving back west towards their village base. They rode during the morning with the sun behind them, taking two breaks before they got back to the canyon that Rashrew’s force had ridden into.

 “There’s no sign of tracks coming out of the canyon yet, and the scouts don’t see anyone coming down towards us,” Hopkins reported as he rode up next to her.

 “Why don’t we go see where the ghosts live?” Imelda impet-uously decided. The day was less than half over, with more than enough daylight left to detour up the canyon and still return to the village before the stars came out. 


 The troop turned and began riding in a column along the narrow canyon track, following the rising twisting way. Within an hour and a half, a scout came riding back to the main body at a dangerous full gallop.

 “There are noises up ahead! It sounds like a battle,” the scout reported, motioning towards a bend in the canyon that cut off their view three hundred yards ahead.  Imelda noticed that though the walls of this narrower gorge were still clad in bushes and plants and especially evergreen trees, ahead at the bend in the canyon she could see a dramatic change in the color of the stones that rose upward to define the space they rode in.  The familiar red rock they’d seen all day ceased and gray stone began right at the point where the gorge turned out of sight.

 “Take three others with you, and dismount past the bend there. Climb up high as you advance and try to get a view of whatever you hear. We’ll advance towards the bend and wait to hear from you,” Imelda ordered as her adrenaline started to rise.

 The scouts quickly departed in advance of the troop. Imelda looked at those who were still present. Less than a dozen and a half gathered, with strained looks on their faces as they stared at her.

 “Get your swords ready, and especially get your bows ready before we draw any closer. In these canyons we’re not going to be able to gallop and swing freely at infantry. We’re going to have to be ready to shoot arrows from a distance, and then slog in to swing swords in hard contact. Rashrew had as many people as we had, so if he isn’t cleaning up light resistance, we may be up against a larger band of smugglers than I expected,” she told the group. “Ride quietly to the bend, but don’t make yourself visible until you see the scout call us forward.”

 The force rode forward, and stopped just short of the stony outcrop that defined the canyon’s change in direction. The scouts’ mounts stood at the site waiting for their riders to return. Imelda dismounted and walked forward, examining the terrain in front of her. She did not see the scouts as she panned from wall to wall, but heard faint sounds from a clash somewhere out of sight. She returned to her horse, mounted, then led the riders slowly forward and around the stony sentinel of the inside wall of the canyon, and the men cautiously crept forward, bringing the scouts’ horses with them. The shouts of warriors in battle became clear from somewhere ahead.

 Within five minutes they had spotted one scout, who signaled for them to stop. He clung to his perch high on the canyon wall, then scrambled back down to Imelda to report.

 “We can see the battle. Rashrew is trying to keep his forces in order as they retreat back this way,” he breathlessly informed her.

 “Rashrew is retreating?” Imelda asked in surprise. “Why?”

 “He’s outnumbered five or six to one, and they aren’t fighting like rabble,” the scout said. “Rashrew is trying to bring his wounded with him, and it’s slowing him down.”

 Imelda looked at the scout with disbelief, then began to consider her options. “Hopkins, get a half dozen archers up the walls with a good supply of arrows just inside the bend. The rest of us will ride forward, help Rashrew dis-engage, and pull back quickly. When we lure the bandits well inside range, have the archers start picking off the forces in the back as fast as possible to isolate the front ranks. We’ll attack the leaders, and try to whittle this down to a manageable fight.

 Carter,” she called forward one rider. “You are to climb in the saddle and start riding back to the village. Rally the forces there to start riding this way. If something goes wrong,” Imelda paused without filling in the awful blanks in that possibility, “then you need to go back to South Harbor and report to the Bondell commander there.

 “No protests now. This is as important as swinging a sword. Take Davon with you,” Imelda stilled Carter before she could speak. “Send support from the village as fast as you can. Now go!” She watched the riders turn without a word and depart from the scene of the pending battle, then turned back to face forward towards the expected arrival.

 “I’m going to ride forward to meet Rashrew and tell him to bring his folks back here as fast as possible,” she told Hopkins. “Stay here with the others and be ready.”

 “You are a commander. You can’t put yourself in jeopardy by going forward,” Hopkins protested. “We need you to think about your own safety and leadership.”

 “The scout said that Rashrew is bringing his wounded people with him,” Imelda replied. “You know what I can do for injured people now. If I can heal them, we’ll have a better force to fight our way out of this,” she said with determination. “Listen,” she held her hand up and pointed forward. “They’re getting closer. I have to go.”

 She spurred her horse forward, and galloped across the rugged ground towards the battle that was growing increasingly loud as it crept closer. She saw the archers positioned above her as she rode past them. Within two minutes, she saw Rashrew’s forces, and she felt her stomach flip as she saw the size of the opposing forces that were hounding them as the small group of Bondell fighters tried to avoid being flanked. Imelda listened to the voices of their opponents as they screamed and cursed and urged.  Their accents were noticeably different from those of the Goldenfields and Bondell fighters.

 Imelda reached the first of the wounded Bondell fighters who were riding slowly beyond the battle. She reached out and grabbed him by the wrist, then concentrated on the healing abilities she had, willing them to help the man, who had been deeply cut across his shoulder.

 The wound healed before her eyes, leaving an ugly scar, but the man stared at her in amazement, then flexed his arm, rapidly in all directions. “I never knew that Goldenfields had such power among its fighters,” he told her, as he unsheathed his sword.

 Imelda left him and went to the next horse, a healthy fighter cradling a severely wounded companion. Imelda placed her hand on the wounded woman, a girl younger than herself, and again concentrated on using the healing power. The girl revived significantly as Imelda’s power was drained, although one leg still hung uselessly on the side of the horse. “Come climb behind me, and let your companion go fight,” Imelda told the girl. They facilitated the transfer, and Imelda carried her new passenger forward towards the front.

 “Rashrew! Rashrew!” she called.

 He risked a quick glance back, then faced forward again and continued to fight. “Imelda!? Why are you here?”

 “I’m healing your wounded. Pull back fast, now. Let’s go out of the canyon. Get your people moving fast, now, as fast as you can,” she urged, then retreated away from the action.

 Imelda wove over to another wounded rider, one who appeared nearly unconscious as he slumped forward. She called upon the last of her energy to give him healing power, applied it, then decided to withdraw. She started riding back towards where the Goldenfields forces were waiting in ambush, and called back over her shoulder, “Rashrew! Come now! Bring them all as fast as you can,” and then she paid no more attention but let the horse continue on its journey away from the combat.

 She saw the archers above her as she rounded the turn, and then the small line of fighters mounted and ready to go on the attack. “It’s an ambush?” she heard the girl ask behind her. Imelda nodded.

 “Put me down and give me your bow and arrow, and I’ll help,” the warrior said with bitterness in her voice.

 Without answering, Imelda rode to a high rock on the side of the canyon, and helped the girl off. She looked at her, and handed over the bow and arrows. “The archers on the walls are going to shoot at the rogues in the back. We’ll be fighting the front line. You aim at the back, not the front, alright?”

 The girl notched an arrow without speaking and nodded with a grim look on her face.

 “I’ll come by to pick you up on the way out. Be ready; as you can see, we may be in a bit of a hurry,” Imelda told the girl, who grinned for the first time.

 Imelda heard the sound of the approaching battle, and rode rapidly back towards the front. As she arrived, the first Bondell horses came around the corner. They reared in startlement, then settled down and were directed into the line.

 Rashrew was the last of the defenders to arrive, and the bandits came into sight. The faint sound of arrows’ fletchings cutting through the air suddenly multiplied from none to many, darts across the sky confirming that the archers had let loose their arrows, and suddenly screams of pain instead of victory began to come from the other side of the line.

 Imelda watched as the arrows fell among the tightly packed riders in the rear of the opponents who were slowing to turn around the canyon’s bend. Many fell quickly, forming an unnatural barrier of horses and men that split the pursuers formation in two. The reinforced line of Bondell and Goldenfields fighters, now over two dozen in number, began to fight fiercely against nearly even odds in taking on the foremost opponents. The bandits in the rear of the melee pulled back out of range of the arrows, and the archers began climbing down the walls rapidly.

 Imelda saw that the unified forces had gained the upper hand for the moment, and were winning the battle as their opponents fell one by one.

 “Rashrew, we need to pull back now,” she shouted as she came alongside her counterpart.

 “We’re winning! We need to finish this filth off,” Rashrew argued.

 “They still have the numbers over us,” Imelda pointed out. “Our archers are back down on the ground, so we can’t hold if the rear echelons move forward against us now; we don’t have enough arrows besides. We need to pull back and hook up with the rest of our forces if we’re going to have a chance to beat them.”

 “No! They’ve killed too many of my men,” Rashrew countered violently. “I want revenge,” he said, and Imelda saw tears in his eyes.

 “Look at how many of them we’ve killed here. You’ve had revenge for now. Pull back to regroup at the village and you’ll have enough to win revenge! We’ve got to go now or they’ll finish us off,” Imelda pointed out at the canyon beyond the bend, where a charge was forming among the opposing cavalry. As she looked, she lost her focus as she saw a sight she’d never seen before.

 An ugly animal, slightly shorter than a horse, heavier and wider as well, was carrying a single rider. The animal was unlike anything Imelda had ever seen before. It was ugly, but didn’t appear designed to move fast. Then as she watched, it vanished from view, disappearing into thin air, taking its rider with it.

 A chill went up her spine at the inexplicable sight, and she felt frightened, in a way she’d never felt in battle before.

 “Rashrew, I’m withdrawing my forces now. I hope you’ll come with us, and live to fight another day,” she said sadly, and rode back away from him without waiting for an answer.

 She saw the look of surprise on his face, and then she gave two short whistles and a long, the signal for her followers to disengage. Imelda turned her horse and rode over to the side of the canyon where her injured archer was perched. She heard fighting still going on behind her, and saw her squadron forming up in some confusion further back in the canyon.

 “What’s happening? Are you forming up for another charge?” the injured woman asked as Imelda leveraged her into the back of the saddle.

 “No, we’re leaving while we can. If Rashrew is smart, he’ll pull back with us,” Imelda responded. She guided her tired horse towards the spot where the rest of her followers were milling.

 “Troops start pulling back. We’re going to the village to hook up with the forces back there,” she said without meeting anyone’s eyes. She turned and looked back at Rashrew’s small remnant of a squad.

 They too were disengaging and pulling back towards her riders. Their opponents were either confused or had enough battle for the moment, because there was no immediate pursuit.

 Imelda fell behind her riders, and waited for Rashrew to catch up. “Do you have an extra horse for this fighter?” she asked.

 Rashrew looked behind him. “Bring Acco’s horse up here,” he shouted, and a rider brought a horse with an empty saddle. They transferred Imelda’s passenger to the horse whose rider had fallen.

 “Thank you for healing me,” the girl said as she took the reins in hand.

 “And thank you for saving us,” Rashrew added a moment later. “You saved us, and then you were right to disengage,” he looked behind him, where no pursuit was evident. “I don’t know where they all came from, or what they’re up to, but they aren’t just friggin’ country smugglers and ruffians. They were professional and organized! That’s an army! Did you see them use their horses just the way you do or we do?”

 “You’re lucky you survived, Rashrew,” Imelda told him in a tone of plain warning. She looked around at the slowly moving group. The sun was no longer shining down on the floor of the canyon as it moved towards the west.

 “Everyone stop,” she ordered loudly. “Water your horses. Wounded come to me,” she added. “Rashrew, post guards around us. Let’s take time to get ready for the ride back to the village.”

 Imelda looked at the nine riders who were hurt badly enough to admit it by coming to her. She knew she didn’t have enough healing ability to treat them all, so she focused on the four worst injuries, two broken bones, a pierced shoulder, and a hand that had lost two fingers. The injuries healed, or at least the pain diminished, she re-mounted her horse, and the cavalry group started moving south again towards the main canyon. 


 At the mouth of their gorge, Carter waited with a dozen and a half more riders. They gaped at the disheveled state of the returning warriors, and listened to the stories of the battle as they rendezvoused.

 “Before we go, Rashrew, I think we need to leave someone here to watch the gorge. If that army comes out, we need to know,” Imelda suggested. 


Imelda looked up and around at the wider canyon they had returned to.  The eastern wall, exposed to the sunlight of the setting sun, glowed red, while the western wall was dark with shade.  The sentry was posted, ready to watch for any movement that might come from the military force still in the gorge to the west.


“We’ll send a replacement out at dawn to replace you,” Rashrew assured the man who was selected to remain behind.  “Don’t do anything stupid; just come riding to warn us if there’s any sign of that army heading this way.”


With that the sentry nodded, and the body of forces started riding north towards the village they had adopted as their base of operations.


 “They speak differently than us, they fight like a trained army, and did you see that animal they had that disappeared?” Imelda asked Rashrew as they rode along.  “What was that animal?”


 “I didn’t see it,” Rashrew responded.


“Did anyone see a strange animal during the battle, an ugly one that disappeared?” Imelda called out loudly, addressing the group at large, her voice faintly echoing off the canyon wall.


There was a silent lack of response for several seconds.  “I saw it,” two voices answered.  “I saw it too,” another voice added.


“Does anyone know anything about it?” she followed up.
 


                “I might,” one rider shouted from far behind, and rode up to join the two leaders.  “I come from South Harbor,” he said by way of explanation, as Rashrew nodded confirmation.  “We see the traders from the southlands that make it through the sea barrier.  They talk to folks down at the harbor, and they say they have an animal in the southlands empire that can jump through space.  A man can sit on the animal and move from one city to another.  The animals have to know the places they’re jumping from and to – they can’t go to a place they’ve never been before.
 


                “There aren’t a lot of those animals around.  The royalty and the army and the richest businesses have them all.  The sailors say that most people go their whole lives without ever riding on one,” the soldier finished his narrative.
 


                “So that army is from the southlands?  How would they get out here in the middle of nowhere?” Imelda asked both the sailor and Rashrew.
 


                “Why would they be here?” Rashrew added.
 


                “Could they use that animal to bring more soldiers in?” Imelda wondered out loud.
 


                “They could.  They could bring new soldiers ever few minutes I suppose,” he conjectured.
 


                Rashrew’s mind was turning.  “We can’t let the animal give them this back door to our country!” Rashrew said with agitation.  “How do we stop them?”
 


                Imelda looked up at the mountains they were riding through.  “Could you put some archers up on the top of the ridges looking down on the southlanders, and then kill the animal when it shows up?”
 


                Rashrew craned his neck in imitation of Imelda, looking at the cliffs.  He had a doubtful look on his face.
 


                “Is there anyone here who knows how to climb these cliffs?” Rashrew called out to the group.
 


                “My cousin and I used to climb cliffs,” another voice answered from behind them.
 


                “Come up here,” Rashrew ordered.
 


                A woman urged her horse up to the front.  “Why did you climb cliffs?” Rashrew asked her.
 


                “We did it for fun.  It was a challenge,” the woman said with a slight grin.
 


                “Could you climb these cliffs?” Imelda asked, thinking that it didn’t sound fun at all.
 


                 Her neck also swiveled to examine the red stone walls that loomed over them.  “With enough rope, yes.  There look to be game trails up there already, so it shouldn’t be impossible.”
 


                “Could you take four or five others with you?” Rashrew clarified.
 


                “Would they listen to me?  If they listen and do what I tell them to, then yes I could.  What do you have in mind?” the woman wanted to know, her eyebrows cocked.
 


                Imelda looked at the thick bodied woman.  She looked strong, and her face was filled with confidence.  “What’s your name?” Imelda asked.
 


                “Marina.  Sergeant Marina of the Bondell Guards.  Pember and Alec of Goldenfields recruited me as one of the very first members of the Guard, and I’ve been fighting ever since,” the woman said proudly.
 


                “You knew Alec and Pember?” Imelda asked, thrilled by the unexpected mention of her colleagues.
 


                “I did.  They taught me to use a sword.  I take it you knew them too?”  Marina replied with a smile.
 


                “I did.  I do,” Imelda corrected herself.  “Pember is my second in command, and Alec is,” she hesitated, wondering how to describe Alec.
 


                “Alec is in charge of all the Dominion!”  Rashrew excitedly inserted.
 


                Marina looked at the two leaders with widened eyes.  “Alec?  How can that be?”
 


                “I don’t really know myself,” Imelda answered.  “He apparently did great things to beat the criminals in Oyster Bay, and then went to Stronghold and won there too.”  She thought about Alec, remembering his battle atop the hill, besieged by lacertii as he fought to protect his small collection of friends.
 


                “We want you to lead a group up the ridge to kill the transport animal the invaders are using,” Rashrew abruptly redirected the conversation, disrupting Imelda’s reminiscence.
 


                “You just want to kill a transport animal?” Marina asked in bewilderment.
 


                “These warriors we fought seem to have come from the southlands.  We’ve never seen them in the Dominion before,” Imelda explained.  “They have transport animals that are magic.  We think these animals can transport from their homeland back here instantly, carrying new soldiers on their back every trip.”
 


                “If we can kill that animal, or animals if there are more than one, then there won’t be more reinforcement soldiers we’ll have to fight.  We aren’t going to win if our enemy has an unending stream of reinforcements and supplies coming out of thin air,” Rashrew followed up.
 


                “How close can we get to the animals to shoot them, and how will we get away after we do?” Marina asked, turning the project over in her mind.
 


                They were difficult questions to answer.  Imelda considered the unfairness of leaving Marina to carry those decisions on her shoulders.  “I’ll accompany you and we’ll make those decisions after we know more about the situation,” she impetuously decided.
 


                Marina looked at her gratefully, while Rashrew looked at her incredulously.  “You can’t go!  The troops need your leadership,” he argued.
 


                “If you’re going to go, I’m going too,” he said after just another breath.  “I’m not going to let you do this alone.”
 


                “I won’t be alone; I’ll be with several troopers.  And won’t the soldiers need you to stay and provide leadership?” Imelda asked both mockingly and genuinely.
 


                The troop was arriving on the outskirts of the village they had left the previous morning.  The settlement looked much more precarious to Imelda now than it had when she left, as she considered the force that was sitting in the canyon a few miles away.
 


                “We need to evacuate these people from here, and tell out troops to be ready to pull back until we can get reinforcements,” Imelda told Rashrew.
 


                If you and I are going to go shoot the transporter animals, who do you think will be able to lead the village evacuation and the removal of the troops?” Rashrew asked.
 


                Imelda looked at the faces that were visible in the dim light of the sunset and the torches that were being lit.  “Carter,” she called.  “Carter, report over here.”
 


                The cavalry rider’s horse sauntered over, and she looked at the two commanders.  “Reporting for duty,” she laconically drawled.
 


                “Carter,” Rashrew spoke, “we are going to split our forces.  Imelda and I will be in a small group on a short mission away from the village.  If, while we are gone, the enemy starts to advance towards this village, you will be charged with evacuating the village and pulling our troops back to a defensible location.”
 


                Carter digested her orders.  “You think it may come to that?” she asked after several seconds of consideration.
 


                “It may,” Rashrew confirmed.  “I’m going to send two riders back towards South Harbor tonight to let the commander there know what we’ve found and make preparations to send reinforcements.
 


 Imelda was sitting near Rashrew, distracted as she considered who to take on this reckless expedition. A sudden flash of inspiration came over her. “Shaiss! Shaiss!” she called loudly. A movement in the back of the group resulted, and seconds later the light ingenaire and cavalry rider was next to her.
 


 “Yes, Imelda?” he replied, curious about what he might do.
 


 Imelda had seen him do things that turned light into a weapon, in a way she’d never imagined before. When a small band of riders had intervened in a battle between lacertii forces, Shaiss and another light ingenairii had honed light into energy weapons that burned and killed. They’d also managed to bend light to make themselves invisible to observers. He was the weapon they needed on this excursion.
 


 “I’d like for you to go with us on this cliff-climbing expedition,” she told him.
 


 “Alright. What’s the mission?” Shaiss replied.
 


 Imelda explained the theory about the animals that could provide transport services.
 


 “I’ve never heard of any such thing,” Shaiss said with astonishment. “But if that’s true, it makes sense to kill the animals as soon as possible. I’ll help,” he confirmed.
 


 Imelda bit her tongue. She had to remind herself that the ingenairii hadn’t ever been given military training, and saw the world differently from the rest of her force. She hadn’t given him a choice on whether to participate or not, she was giving him an order, so of course he was going to help!
 


 Rashrew had selected two archers to round out the group. “Let’s all get a couple of hours sleep, and then we’ll leave before dawn,” he suggested. With that they set a watch schedule for the village, then settled in for a very short night.
 


 Imelda felt that she had just shut her eyes when Marina shook her shoulder to awaken her. Imelda sat up immediately, walked over to Shaiss to nudge him with her toe, then began saddling her horse. Minutes later Shaiss also started to strap his bedroll on his horse, and the group mounted to leave the village. In addition to the six who would climb the cliffs, Rashrew had prudently brought two others to watch their horses while they were atop the ridges, so eight horses clopped loudly out of the village and into the dark night, passing the watch guards and setting off to kill the strange beasts that were bringing more enemies to their land.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 10 – Setting the Ambush
 

 


 


 Imelda felt a deep sense of self-satisfaction as she clasped her hands around the fingers of the other members of her group while they rested in a crevasse atop a mountain ridge. Climbing the cliffs with Marina’s system of ropes and pegs had worked, though it had been arduous and time-consuming. They’d reached the top of the ridgeline and clambered along until they judged it was about the right location to move towards the invaders’ camp. For the second time Imelda was healing the cuts and nicks on the fingers of her compatriots, so they’d have the manual dexterity needed to accurately shoot their arrows.
 


 “There they are!” Shaiss called from thirty yards ahead of Imelda and the archers. He was standing at the edge of a stony ledge, crouched down and pointing. Rashrew hurried over and crouched down next to him.
 


 “Mother of God!” Rashrew swore, and Imelda steeled herself for an unpleasant sight. The rest of the group moved over as well to peer down into the canyon.
 


 “Holy Mother of God!” Imelda re-emphasized Rashrew’s expres-sion of dismay. Three hundred feet below them the floor of the canyon swarmed with hundreds of soldiers. The invasion force had multiplied throughout the night.
 


 “Over there,” Rashrew hissed as he pointed back towards the southwest end of the canyon. A large empty area was roped off, and one of the ugly transportation animals was standing with an attendant. As they watched, the animal disappeared, while twenty feet away another animal appeared suddenly, with three men sitting astride its back. They passengers rapidly dismounted, and were escorted outside the arrival area.
 


 “Down there,” one of the archers directed everyone’s attention. “There’s a game trail running along the canyon wall. If we can find a place to reach it, we can get down within easy range of those animals.” Another one of the animals arrived with several sacks of supplies that were unloaded.
 


 All eyes followed the line of the trail as it rose and dropped and disappeared behind outcroppings. “Over there. There’s another trail that descends to meet it,” Shaiss pointed. As a single person the whole group began scampering to find a way down to the trail. Half an hour later Marina and Rashrew were ready to lower the archers down thirty feet by rope to land on the trail.
 


 “Shaiss, you go with them, and keep them hidden with your light-bending powers,” Imelda instructed. “Kill each animal as soon as it shows up. Don’t let a wounded animal return to their homeland to warn them it’s an ambush. We want to kill as many of these animals as we can.”
 


 “We’ll be down close to their level, Imelda. What if they figure out where we are and come after us?” one of the Bondell archers asked.
 


 “Move around. Shaiss can keep you hidden as you skip around on the trail. It’s extremely important that you exterminate as many of those animals as you can,” she said, seeking to emphasize the point. The number of soldiers who had arrived already was disturbing, far outnumbering the Goldenfields and Bondell forces that were sitting at the village.
 


 “They’re starting to move out,” Rashrew observed grimly. “And we don’t have any way to warn our folks.”
 


 The sense of urgency communicated itself to everyone in the group, and the archers shimmied down the rope rapidly, followed by Shaiss. The three who remained above watched the three below scurry along the trail northward towards their targets.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 11 – The Price of Success
 

 


 


 Shaiss and the two archers, Pollux and Nestor, crouched and ran towards the large military encampment below them. “This is good,” Nes-tor announced quietly as they knelt behind a natural ledge along their trail. They peered over the edge of the stony wall, where the animals seemed close enough to touch. “We don’t know if a single arrow will kill an animal or not,” Nestor added as he studied his target.
 


 “Let’s wait until there’s just one animal, then see how quickly we can bring it down,” Pollux responded.
 


 “If you can do it fast, we’ll hunker down here. If it takes too long, the soldiers down there will figure out where the arrows are coming from and we’ll have to move,” Shaiss tried to anticipate the next step. “When we move, stay very close to me; keep a hand on me. We’ll move fifty feet that way,” he indicated.
 


 The two archers strung their bows. “I’ll aim under the fore leg,” Nestor coordinated.
 


 “I’ll aim for the eyes,” Pollux replied, “and I’ll string a second arrow for the neck.”
 


 Both archers pulled their arrows back. “On the count, three, two one,” Pollux called, and both strings twanged sharply. The single animal then on the lawn moaned loudly as it received the two arrows. The shot at the body entered the flesh to a depth of several inches, though seemingly not enough to be mortal. The arrow aimed at the eye had instead hit the animal in the jaw, and pierced the flesh on both sides of the face as it hit its target. Pollux let his second arrow fly, and despite the animal’s thrashing, the arrow entered its throat and pierced an artery, sending copious amounts of blood flowing to the ground.
 


 The animal handlers, unarmed soldiers, were shouting and calling wildly as their valuable charge sank to the ground with mortal wounds. Just then a second animal, laden with supplies arrived at a spot nearby.
 


 “We’re safe to shoot again from here. They don’t know where the arrows came from,” Nestor observed. Both archers had arrows in their hands and were taking a bead on the new animal. “The flesh must be too thick. We’ll stick to just the neck and eyes for this one; I’ll shoot at the eye and you shoot at the throat again,” he directed.
 


 “And as soon as you shoot, put a hand on me and we’ll move,” Shaiss added.
 


 Both bow strings snapped as the arrows were released, and then the small group began moving inside Shaiss’s bubble of invisibility. A few seconds later they were at the new site, and watching the scene below them. Each arrow had struck true, and the second animal was now down and thrashing. Armed soldiers had come running to the scene after hearing the shouts, but had come with swords, not bows, so despite the fingers indicating the point the Bondell archers had just vacated, there were no arrows flying upward just yet.
 


 Two animals arrived simultaneously, bringing another load of supplies and three more soldiers. The handlers at the site started screaming at the animals to return to safety.
 


 “You take the near one and I’ll take the far one,” Pollux an-nounced, and immediately released an arrow at his target. Nestor shot at his, then pulled another arrow from his quiver and shot it, as Pollux’s second arrow also went flying. Both paused for a second to look at their quarries. Pollux’s was thrashing, but Nestor’s second arrow had missed, and now he sent a third arrow that finished the job.
 


 “Both of you grab hold,” Shaiss called. “We’re going to go back past our first spot and wait there for the next arrival.”
 


 As they moved, archers began to arrive, and aim where they were directed by observers who had seen where the Bondell shots had appeared from thin air. Their arrows failed to hit the three moving targets hidden by Shaiss’s powers, and soon they sat safely in a new location.
 


 For several minutes no new animals arrived, while the invaders brought more and more archers back to the site, which soon bristled with arrows pointed outward in all directions.
 


 “It looks like a porcupine’s dream down there,” Shaiss said playfully.
 


 “Why aren’t more animals arriving?” Nestor asked.
 


 “We don’t know how many there are,” Pollux pointed out. “Maybe they only had four rotating in and out, and we’ve killed them all.”
 


 “Or maybe they have more, but the folks at their home base don’t know why these haven’t returned,” Nestor asked.
 


 “Look out,” Shaiss said and pointed. A makeshift ladder was being raised against the canyon wall. Just then another animal did appear at the landing pad.
 


 “Shoot it now!” Shaiss urged. “Shoot fast and then we’ll move in a hurry.”
 


 Both archers shot their first arrows. “Let’s move,” Shaiss said. He started to move forward, and as he did, he saw a swarm of arrows flying towards their location. Pollux placed a hand on him and followed him, but Nestor, seeing the animal not yet mortally wounded stayed to shoot one more arrow.
 


 Shaiss didn’t realize that Nestor was still at their original site, and moved quickly to try to avoid the rain of arrows that were approaching. As he moved, his invisibility left Nestor exposed, and a great shout went up while more arrows began flying in frustration towards the first visible target the invaders had to focus on.
 


 Nestor screamed, as Pollux and Shaiss put a bare yard of safety between themselves and the arrows that arrived. They kept moving for several more seconds, then stopped and looked around. The fifth animal was dead, thanks to Nestor’s last arrow, but he had paid for his success, as his body pay motionless, several arrows, protruding from him. Up ahead, men were starting to climb up the wooden ladder, promising more trouble for the men from Bondell and Goldenfields.
 


 “Let’s get behind that rock ledge,” Shaiss suggested. “I can focus light to burn their ladder, but I’ll have to let us be visible to do it,” he explained his inability to do two functions at once. “That will buy us a little time to see if any more animals arrive, but after that we’ll have to give it up and head back.”
 


 Pollux didn’t completely comprehend what Shaiss had in mind for the ladder, but trusted him. After seeing Nestor’s death, he fatalistically believed that his own life might also shortly come to an end, and he hoped to also kill one more animal at least before then. He patted Shaiss on the back in agreement, and they moved forward to their original location behind a ledge of stones.
 


 “Lay down,” Shaiss instructed Pollux to stay hidden from view by the valley floor. He stretched himself out, pointed his finger at the base of the ladder that several men were now climbing, and refocused his use of his energy to develop the deadly beam he had used as a weapon against the lacertii several weeks ago. The beam jumped off his finger tips, so brilliant that Pollux turned his eyes away from it, too late to avoid momentary blindness.
 


 All eyes in the canyon were drawn to the beam of light as it gave away the location of the hidden men who were killing the precious transport animals. But the light was so unusual, so unlike anything the invaders had ever seen before that no one thought to begin flinging arrows immediately into the sky towards its source. The ladder that received the light beam burst into flames as Shaiss washed the beam up and down a large length of the wood until he was satisfied with his work and shut the beam down.
 


 “Move back a little,” he urged Pollux, and both men pushed themselves further behind the stone ledge.
 


 Seconds later, as the wooden ladder burned and soldiers began falling or jumping off it, a woman on the floor of the canyon raised her bow and aimed a shot at the spot where the light beam had come from. her arrow arced across the sky in a solitary flight, and struck the dirt where Shaiss had laid moments before, kicking dust up into his eyes as he swore. Other arrows quickly began to fly as well, and the two men listened to a steady hail of them strike their stony protection or bounce off the canyon wall behind them.
 


  Shaiss waited for the arrows to stop flying and for his ingenaire abilities to be reinvigorated. “Can we move from here?” Pollux asked as an arrow that bounced off the wall above came down and grazed his temple on the rebound, causing blood to flow down his cheek.
 


 “Let’s wait until there’s a pause in the archery, then we’ll move back to our last position by Nestor,” Shaiss suggested.
 


 Two minutes later the arrows were no longer flying at them. “There’s an animal arriving!” Pollux exclaimed. He prepared an arrow. “Can you hide me?” has asked as he prepared to rise up and shoot.
 


 “Just a moment,” Shaiss urged. He knew it was critical to kill the animal quickly; as soon as it appeared, handlers had begun screaming at it to leave. “Okay, shoot!” he said as he re-energized his powers to deflect the light from around them.
 


 Pollux quickly rose to his knees and fired his arrow, then grabbed one off the ground next to him and fired it, then grabbed a third and fired it as well, as a new storm of arrows began to rise towards them. Pollux ducked back down and the sound of new arrow arrivals began to click and ping as their points were blunted against the stony protection Shaiss and Pollux relied on.
 


 “As soon as this ends, we might as well leave,” Shaiss suggested. They’d been at their task for a long time now, and had successfully inflicted significant damage to the unusual supply train this invasion force relied on. “I’d like to take Nestor back with us, so we won’t be moving fast.”
 


 There was another pause in the sound of the arriving arrows. Pollux nodded his agreement, and Shaiss led the way towards their escape. Moments later, they knelt by Nestor’s body. It was lifeless, as they had both suspected, but Pollux draped it over his shoulder, and then they began a slow pace of moving back along the game trail away from the frustrated invading army’s animal handlers.
 


 The sun had passed the meridian by the time they were back within sight of their climbing rope. Rashrew, Imelda and Marina were waiting impatiently, and all called out when they first spotted movement on the trail below. They looked in dismay when they were able to see that Nestor was being carried back, and Marina gave a sob when his body was the first one they pulled up. Pollux rose up next, and Shaiss came last, then the two survivors quickly rehashed their adventure with the others.
 


 “So you killed six of their animals all told?” Rashrew summarized as they moved along the trail back towards the top of the ridge.
 


 “Yes,” Pollux agreed. “We don’t know how many they have available at the other end obviously, but they must have been worried about the lack of returns, because after the fourth kill, those last couple of animals were greatly delayed between each arrival, like they were hoping something would produce better results.”
 


 “Any chance of going back to check on killing more?” Imelda asked.
 


 “We can try,” Shaiss said reluctantly. “But if they’ve put more ladders up and occupied the trail, we won’t be able to force our way in to have a shot at their animals.”
 


 “They’ll’ve put up the ladders,” Rashrew said abruptly.
 


 “Probably,” Imelda agreed, “but we ought to find out.”
 


 “We’ve already found out,” Rashrew told her. He pointed, “Look.”
 


 A patrol of about a dozen soldiers were visible far down the trail.
 


 Pollux put Nestor’s body down. “That trail’s too far below us to reach easily with arrows.”
 


 “I can hit it,” Shaiss said. “I can probably set five of them afire with my energy.”
 


 “Let them get closer, and lower me down the cliff on the rope, so I can get within range,” Pollux added.
 


 Rashrew un-slung the rope draped over his shoulder, and he and Marina and Imelda began to lower the archer until he gave two sharp tugs on the rope. Looking down they saw him squatting on an isolated ledge above the trail. A minute later he tugged again, signaling that he thought the patrol was within his range, telling Shaiss to begin his lethal assault.
 


 “Start with the ones on the back and work forward,” Rashrew suggested.
 


 Shaiss took aim and unleashed his energy in that same tight beam that caused Imelda to shiver with fear every time she thought about how deadly it was. Shaiss hit the ground ten yards behind the last soldier, then began to sweep forward. All the faces on the trail looked upward at the appearance of the bright light. The furthest back man fell instantly, while a woman in front of him flailed at her head for seconds as Shaiss’s ray moved across her face and on to the next soldier ahead. Two more were rapidly hit, but the fifth one realized he needed to duck, and he fell to the ground rolling and only receiving a lancing burn across his legs. The intense drain on his energy was making Shaiss’s face turn white, but he attempted to keep it up, and hit a sixth man before the insubstantial weapon flickered and then went out, while Shaiss toppled to the ground unconscious.
 


 The other members of the patrol had also ducked down, and waited until the death weapon was no longer aimed at them. Three of the untouched six survivors gathered around the wounded man while the other three spread out as lookouts.
 


 Pollux waited until the small group tending the wounded man was busy, then began to let arrows fly towards them, hoping to judge the angle, the long downward fall, and the canyon breezes correctly. His first arrow overshot and continued to fly past the group to the canyon floor below, and he corrected as needed. His next arrow hit one of the patrol members, and as the others looked up, Pollux’s next arrow was released, and then another. One hit another soldier, and the third hit the wounded man, as the remaining soldier rolled away. Two of the lookouts shot arrows at Pollux’s location, but neither shaft made it to his perch.
 


 Only four of the dozen in the patrol remained, and they swiftly began to retreat back along the trail. “Can we follow them?” Rashrew asked.
 


 “There are just four of us, five if you think Shaiss will awaken,” Imelda answered. “By the time we get Pollux back up here and Shaiss awake, and backtrack far enough to find the switchback to descend to their trail, they’ll be far away, or reinforced.
 


 “We’ve done what we came to do, hopefully, and disrupted their transport system. Let’s try to get back to our command group and organize the evacuation and retreat, if we can,” she concluded.
 


 Rashrew looked at her for a moment, then looked down at Pollux. He looked back up at Imelda. “You’re right. Let’s head back.” He reached for the rope and gave three tugs as a signal to Pollux, then all three of them began slowly hauling the archer back up the cliffside.
 


 As Pollux scrambled back atop the ridge, Imelda bent low over Shaiss and examined him closely. She gently patted his cheeks and checked his vital signs. He was alive, but she could only sense some-thing was wrong, without any sense of what it was. She rocked back and felt the wind whip around her as she sat and thought.
 


 Alec had obviously been hurt by using too much power in the wrong way in Bondell. Perhaps Shaiss had likewise strained himself with too much effort to use his powers. She looked up at Rashrew. “I can’t wake him. He may be like Alec was in Bondell, when he used too much energy, or back at the lacertii battleground. Alec laid and rested for days.” She paused as she thought of Alec for the first time in a long time.
 


 “We can’t wait up here for days,” Rashrew answered. “Can we move him?” he asked as he looked over at Nestor’s body.
 


 “I’d prefer not to move him, but I understand we have no choice,” Imelda answered.
 


 “Let’s build a cairn over Nestor so the scavengers don’t disturb him, and then we can carry Shaiss,” Pollux said, making Imelda grateful. She had considered the same thought, but hadn’t felt comfortable suggesting they abandon the body of the Bondell fighter while carrying the Goldenfields ingenaire instead.
 


 They spend considerable time gathering large stones and piling them in a crude shelter around and over Nestor, then giving Marina time to recite the prayer of mourning.
 


 “Right then,” Rashrew said after a silent interval. “Let’s get moving.” He bent to pick up Shaiss, and hoisted him over his shoulder.
 


 “What are you doing?” Shaiss asked groggily. “Put me down!”
 


 Rashrew obliged him gently, and Imelda knelt over the light ingenaire to check his health. “How do you feel?” she asked, rubbing her fingertips on his temples to try to treat the headache she sensed. Her spirits lurched upward at his recovery; they’d been companions on the battlefield through many experiences now, and she appreciated Shaiss’s indomitable optimism, although his lack of true military discipline still aggravated her.
 


 “I’ve got a splitting, oh it’s better now,” he responded. “Thank you. It’s almost gone.”
 


 “That’s as much as I can do for you. Get up, and let’s get moving,” she told him, standing.
 


 Shaiss followed her lead. “What happened and where are we going?” he asked as they started walking again.
 


 “We’re heading back to our horses to get back to the village,” Imelda told him. “We’ve done all we can and now it’s time to organize and make the best of the situation.” With those words she understood that they had done a great deal, although it was probably not enough. They would face a very uneven battle ahead.
 

 


 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 12 – Reunion with Friends
 

 


 


 Alec led Walnut across the river, to where the three riders sat on their horses watching him. Delle Locksfort sat furthest to the left as they faced him, wearing a grin on his face. In the center, Kinsey has a look of compassion and concern. And on the right a thundercloud sat on the face of Armilla. Alec would have expected nothing less if he had thought about it, and now he knew he would pay in double for having slipped away from his bodyguard once again.
 


 Kinsey slipped off her horse first and ran into the river’s shallow edge, wrapping her arms around him fiercely in a hug that conveyed nothing but love for him and joy at seeing him alive. He returned the hug, closing his eyes and letting Kinsey’s affection fill him.
 


 Suddenly another body was also present in the splashing water, with arms around both he and the Spirit ingenaire, and Alec opened his eyes to see that Delle had joined them. On the bank, gathering up the discarded reins of the others horses, Armilla was now watching the three of them. “Don’t think I’m coming out there getting my boots wet to give you love for running away again,” she rumbled.
 


 “You’re going to break this bad habit before it kills you. If we have to seal the shackles around your ankles we will,” she threatened, but already, Alec could see the corner of her mouth beginning to rise in a smile.
 


 He pulled away from the two in the river and walked forward to Armilla. “Now your boots don’t have to get wet,” he laughed, and he held out his arms to exchange a hug that made both their cheeks wet with tears.
 


 “I am so glad to see all of you,” he said. “I had to do it, Armilla. John Mark told me this was the way to recover my powers. I know I ran away from a lot of responsibility, but finally I decided it meant more to me to be a healer than anything else.”
 


 “Well,” Armilla said with a pause as the other two arrived, “we shouldn’t be standing around here when there’s a long ride ahead of us. “Do you know where you’re going?”
 


 “I’m going back to John Mark’s cave,” he told them. “That’s where I got my powers the first time. They will be restored to me there.”
 


 Kinsey gasped, but the other two were unmoved until she explained the lore of the cave.
 


 “You’ve been out here in the Pale Mountains before?” Delle asked in astonishment.
 


 “With Noranda,” Alec confirmed. “It was terrifying when the lacertii attacked, but we won’t have to worry about that now, and they’ve made a trail through the forest that will make it easier for us to travel up river.
 


 “So let’s get going; it’s going to be several days to get to the cave,” he said, and with that they all mounted their horses.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 13 – Abandoned in the Mountains
 

 


 


 Nearly three weeks later, Alec pulled on the reins of Walnut, and his companions came to stop around him. “What is it Alec?” Kinsey asked.
 


 “I think we’re very near to Walnut Creek,” Alec said. “Right here. This is where Leah and I hid behind that log while lacertii went running by,” he said in a softer voice. “That was two years ago,” thinking about how much had happened in those two years, and remembering meeting Leah in the forest.
 


 They began moving again, following the wide path that dipped downward to ford the creek. All sat at the edge of the water, looking across at the ruins of the small town that had seen so many lives lost. They were in the shadows of the mountains to the west, as the sun was setting on the other side of the great river.
 


 “Let’s not spend the night here, Alec,” Kinsey asked. “It’s too sad.”
 


 Alec agreed, as he started across the creek and along the short river front road that had formerly defined the boundary of the town. Looking up the cross street that rose away from the river, he saw the green creepers and weeds growing over the rubble of the buildings that had burnt. He imagined he could pick out which one had been Sue Ellen’s shop, where he had practiced healing skills to raise funds for a riverboat trip back to the Dominion. “Yes, we’ll ride through,” he agreed, and they stuck to the road as it left the ruins and shrank back again to a narrow forest trail.
 


 As the last of the sunlight faded, Armilla spoke up. “Let’s camp here for the night. We can’t see where we’re going, and I don’t want to walk into a tree branch!”
 


 Delle gathered sticks and struck a fire, then they set up the rest of their camp by routine. Armilla set the watches, and they settled in for the night. Alec took the first watch, and looked up in the sky as the fire dwindled low and his companions’ breathing fell into even, slow rhythms.
 


 Alec appreciated the companionship of his friends as they rode through the lonely forest of the Pale Mountains. He hadn’t spoken much to them, but had simply enjoyed their presence and support while he followed his pilgrimage to the holy cave in the mountains, a cave that was no longer far away. The canopy of tree leaves above blocked his view of the sky except in small patches. Through one of those patches he saw a red star glowing, its crimson hue accentuated by the lack of any other stars in the area.
 


 That star was like the star he had seen in the sky the first night he had camped in these mountains, with Noranda asleep and Ari injured. Unlike then though, the mountains were not a frightening, hostile place. He didn’t fear the arrival of lacertii now, and he didn’t feel so vulnerable and helpless. He just felt the need to get on with his life, one step at a time. Regain his healing powers. See what comes next. Alec felt a sense of fateful satisfaction that his future had been determined, and after Armilla took the next watch, he fell soundly asleep.
 


 When he awoke the next morning, the campsite was silent. He sat up and looked around, but saw no one else. No animals. No people. No smoke or flames left in the fire ring. He was alone. he called for Kinsey, for Armilla, for Delle. The only answer was the echo of his own voice. He looked at the ground, and saw only the tracks he expected to see, except now he saw a trail of tracks going back towards Walnut Creek.
 


 In the middle of the night, his friends had arisen and snuck away from him, leaving him alone in the mountains when they were virtually at the end of the journey. He sat down, dumbfounded, and then he debated what to do. Should he turn around and follow them? Should he push on and finish this quest that meant so much to him?
 


 Clearly, his three companions had made a decision to return to Goldenfields. They had gone silently and peacefully while he slept among them. He did not need to follow them in order to rescue them, as far as he knew. But why this inexplicable turn? He could think of nothing that had occurred yesterday that would have caused their abandonnment, and they had said nothing when settling into camp.
 


 Troubled by the frightening mystery, Alec knew that he had to move on alone to John Mark’s cave and finish the purpose of this pilgrimage. Then he could begin his own homeward journey and perhaps discover what had happened. He loaded his blanket on Walnut and began riding through the forest, now a much more ominous and frightening place as he rode silently alone.
 


 Late the next afternoon, as he was passing the mouth of a valley where a small mountain stream ran down towards the Giffey River, Alec abruptly halted.
 


 “I think we’re very close,” Alec said to Walnut, whose ears perked up, listening, for Alec’s voice had dropped to almost a whisper. “Let’s set up camp here, and I’ll go see if this is the way to the cave.” He tied the horse to a branch after he dismounted.
 



I just need to go see if this is the right cleft in the mountains. The cave is quite a ways up, but I’ll recognize the valley in just a few minutes, he thought to himself as he started picking a path among the stones and puddles of the opening to the east.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 14 – Return to the Cave
 

 


 


 Alec walked up the center of the valley, confident he had found the right route, and giddy with happiness in anticipation of soon enjoying the restoration of his powers. The sunlight was still shining over the top of the western ridge, but the light wouldn’t last much longer, he knew. He carefully examined the stones at his feet. The stones would be his first clue. When he had climbed up this way two summers before, he had noticed that the stones he trod on were the remnants of stairs; they were squared, crafted, engraved fragments of an ancient staircase, and he had jumped from stone to stone on that summer morning.
 


 The second landmark would be a tower visible on the horizon at the head of the valley. Alec had seen that tower first when he’d been here with Noranda. He’d seen the tower and been compelled to climb the valley, believing that he was going to be able to visit the tower. There was no sign of the tower yet, but the trees were leafier now and the view ahead diminished.
 


 The third landmark would be a fork in the valley. The main valley would bear left, towards the tower. But a small canyon would branch off to the right, twisting wildly as it climbed steeply. Two years ago Alec had raced up the right fork when he had fled from a lacerta guard, and that flight had eventually taken him to John Mark’s cave.
 


 There wasn’t any sign of the broken stone steps yet, nor any view of the tower, and his climb was angling higher, while the sides of the valley were growing steeper. When he’d left Natalie (as he’d known Noranda then) in that prior summer he’d promised he’d only climb for a little while, and his journey had ended up taking much longer than expected. And it produced results which were different from expected as well, as he stumbled into the discovery of John Mark’s cave. Now he turned, and the last sliver of the top of the sun’s disk slipped behind the far ridge. The darkness would slow his journey towards the cave and then his return to Walnut. Alec realized that in that small instance history was repeating itself; he was going to take longer to return than he expected this time, just as had happened his first time here.
 


 Ahead, Alec saw a fork in the waterway. He increased his pace now to reach the fork, hoping that it would look familiar, with the same abrupt twists and winding climb that he remembered from before. “Yes!” he shouted exultantly. As he reached the mouth of the opening, it looked the same. Even without seeing the tower or the broken stone stairs, Alec knew he had reached the right valley. He ran up into the mouth of the valley, and saw it twist out of sight just a short distance ahead. Through some trick of the reflected sunlight the canyon looked brighter than the wider valley he had just left. Temptation called out to Alec, urging him to move forward to the cave. He considered that he would be able to reach the cave before total darkness, and Walnut had plenty to browse on within reach of where he was tied. He stood there looking at the pleasantly lit canyon, and decided to move forward. He ran as quickly as the uneven footing allowed, and cut back and forth in the series of switchbacks the canyon underwent as it climbed higher up into the mountain range. There was a last sharp turn and suddenly Alec was back in the small dell, a bowl-shaped break in the valley’s precipitous climb, where a wide and level floor created a calm, oval space with soil instead of stones. Alec checked the sides of the dell. Even after the time he’d spent breathlessly running upward, there still remained enough light to see the dark crevasse in the side of the dell. That opening was the way.
 


 Within the walls of the crevasse Alec found the skeleton of the lacerta guard he had killed. Stepping over the bones and rags of the uniform, Alec progressed along the dank passageway, stepping briskly as the narrow cave climbed and twisted further.
 


 After several further minutes in darkness, Alec abruptly saw a dim glow ahead, and in just a few more steps he was suddenly through the exit from the cave and standing on the same high, wind-swept mountainside ledge he remembered. The sun was far down now, and only a bright orange ribbon remained above the horizon even up at this elevation. Turning, Alec placed his hands over his head and felt the rocky face of the cliff behind him. Somewhere just above him were the chiseled indentations in the stones; they rose straight upward in a line, providing a ladder he could climb to reach the next ledge, where he would have access to the cave entrance.
 


 His fingers brushed pass a vacant space in the stony face, and quickly returned to the spot. He raised up on his tip toes and ran his fingers back and forth, clearing out twigs, moss and other debris, then placed both hands into the slot and pulled upward. It was easier this time than it had been before, he realized. He raised his left hand higher and found the next rung, allowing him to pull himself further up. His first time here he had needed to stand on a pile of rocks to reach the ladder slats. But now, he realized, he was older and taller, and the climb was within his reach. He began to climb higher, and after only a few more steps he was able to start notching his toes as well as his fingers into the side of the cliff. His progress increased, and soon he raised his head above the level of the ledge. Rising up, he rolled forward and to the side as he pulled his legs up onto the step in the side of the mountain, then stood and looked at the dark circle that was barely visible against the slightly less dark side of the mountain. He was facing the door to the cave.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 15 – A Change at the Cave
 

 


 


 Alec looked at the door to the cave and started to cry; it was the release of a great bottled up store of emotion he had carried with him since the day he awoke in the battleground tent and learned Imelda was gone. He’d travelled a long way for a long time, thinking about this moment. Since the first time he had arrived here and gained his healing powers, Alec had come to think of himself as a healer, first and foremost. When those healing powers had been shorn away to bring Imelda back to life, he had found the sacrifice to be more painful that he expected.
 


 He stepped up to the door, eager to open it and to reacquire his healing powers. He knew that he did not hold a knife or other weapon, and as he expected, the door silently and gently responded to his tug by gliding open.
 


 In the dark night, the open circle of the cave entrance shone outward with its mysterious diffuse, gentle light. Alec looked into the cave and stepped in, steeling himself for the cold shower he expected and received. The frigid water that fell like a veil across the cave entrance poured down on Alec, covering every inch of his skin, soaking every fragment of his clothes, and entering every pore of his body. He felt the exact same sense of cleansing he had unwittingly sensed his first time here, when he had not known what a holy place he was entering.
 


 Moments later, he felt freed from the momentary dowsing, and he stepped fully into the chamber of the cave. The walls were covered with the same endless drawings, sketches, formulations, and written information he had seen and absorbed before. His mind noted all of that as a side note, but without notice for the moment, because his eyes were drawn to the staircase that dominated the vast space stretching out before him. His first visit had led him to climb impossibly high up a staircase whose treads were cantilevered from the side of the unending cave before him, rising far beyond sight as they reached to the last chamber of the cave. This time though, things were inexplicably different.
 


 Instead of rising far above the floor of the cave, this time the set of stairs disappeared downward as it plunged along the side of a bottomless chasm. Alec gaped at the impossible change in the cave. There was no doubt about the change; there was no place for another chamber to exhibit the correct set of stairs. There was only one way to go, and he stepped forward resolutely, shaken for the first time, but still determined.
 


 Alec placed his left foot forward, onto the first step, and rested his palm against the wall to steady his balance. The signs and symbols on the wall felt warm and comfortable, and he imagined them being absorbed into his mind as he touched them. He stepped further down, staying to the wall-side of the stairs and avoiding the unnerving void that opened on the side of chasm. His legs soon adopted a regular pace as he loped down the stairs, step after step, going ever lower, ever farther away from the entry to the cave.
 


 There was no way to keep track of time in the strange, dim cavern that Alec travelled. The journey was wearying but Alec was in no way willing to reduce his pace. At great length, he noted that the end of the staircase was finally visible, where a floor was present along with a door. 

 


 The door knob was chilly, colder than the surrounding air in the cave, and Alec paused. He turned the knob and pressed the door open. As it swung open, the room beyond appeared pitch black, and Alec stepped in with a cautious tread. As he entered the room, the door swung closed behind him, closing with a snap of finality, and then a brilliant flash of light blinded him, not just causing him to shut his eyes, but feeling like a physical wave that pushed against his body.
 


 Alec pressed the palms of his hands against his eyelids and rubbed vigorously. As he opened his eyes he could only dimly see his surroundings at first, although his eyes were gathering more and more illumination as they adjusted. He felt incredible joy overtake him! His healer energies were restored!
 


 He could feel the power once again a part of every fiber of his body. He hadn’t known it the first time the cave had suffused him with powers, and had taken it for granted thereafter as he learned what he had been given. But now, after losing the power, he knew what was restored.
 


 Falling to his knees, he began to pray and cry, “Celebritas! Laudatio! Gratia eripui!”
 


 “Thank you, John Mark,” he added minutes later, as he opened his eyes and looked up.
 


 At the far end of the chamber was a rough hewn opening carved out of the stony wall, and set within the enclosure was a long bier. Alec rose and walked over to it. There was a wooden lid on top of a casket atop the bier, and Alec cautiously reached a hand out to the lid, fearful of this gloomy relic so inexplicably located in a place devoted to healing. The lid was not fixed in place, he discovered.
 


 Carefully, Alec raised the lid and peered in, where a shrouded figure was entombed. Scared, frightened, and curious, Alec pulled back the layers of cloth until he gasped at the sight of a brutally beaten man’s face.
 


 “You are not perdignus,” a voice echoed sternly in his mind.
 


 Alec used his healing vision to look at the man. There were injuries and piercings in a range of places, and severe traumatic internal injuries. The man though was not truly dead; there was an energy unlike anything Alec had ever seen before, and that energy emanated from every cell of the body. The energy was like that of the Spiritual ingenairii, but far greater – stronger, cleaner, and from a different source altogether. The man’s heart was not beating, but his body was not deceased. It was a very strange, frighteningly strange set of circumstances.
 


 “There is no role for you here, Alec. You must go,” the voice said.
 


 Alec looked around. There was no one visible. The voice was not John Mark’s familiar one.
 


 “Let me try to heal him,” Alec called back. “I can do something. With my powers back, and my knowledge of how to use them, I can help this man. I know I can,” he answered as he turned back to the body and gently placed his left hand on the injured hands. “I’m the best healer in the world. I can do this.”
 


 “Alec, disobedience carries consequences. Stop this, prognatus,” the voice said. But Alec in his disobedient pride, overwhelmed with hubris because he had regained his energies, unleashed his powers to begin healing the strangely injured man before him.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 16 – The Pain of Perdition
 

 


 


 Alec began to scream, as he poured forth his powers into the inanimate man, and he felt them being violently pulled out of him. He felt himself being pulled somehow down into the man, following his energies into an all-consuming void. There was pain, intense pain, where he was going. Vivid images, cruel faces, painful ignorance – all imposed themselves violently upon him as he fell. Alec couldn’t control what was happening to him as his powers became a chain that pulled him into some strange portal. 

 


 As he felt himself losing all control of himself, his physical body seemed to dissolve away and he was only a spiritual being. Horribly, the spirituality around him was the worst forms of humanity’s distorted will.
 


 He remembered his childhood in the orphanage, and living after the orphanage in the tannery, where he had been so lonely. He’d had no friends, other than the rare opportunity to see some of the other kids who lived out on the streets of Frame. At the tannery he’d been shunned, an outcast left with the worst jobs, a resident of the bottom of the lowest rung of society. He’d not thought of anyone who could be a friend, a refuge to escape the loneliness. He hadn’t thought about Jesus as a friend. He’d only wallowed in his self-pity, right up to the moment when Aristotle had come and liberated him.
 


 And in that time in the tannery, he’d grown insolent towards the others who worked there, jealous of their better lives, better jobs, better conditions. His soul’s compassion had withdrawn within a tight shell as despair and lack of faith had begun to harden him. He’d been bitter.
 


 His mind tumbled again, and he remembered the despair he had felt when he had seen Leah dead, because he didn’t have the power to heal her. It flipped again and he suddenly comprehended how selfish he had been in abandoning all other priorities to come back here to the cave to heal himself ahead of promoting the interests of the Dominion. Another twist, and he recognized the avarice he had felt often times as he thought about all the money he made from his water sales partnership with Natha.
 


 Negative feelings filtered through him as he felt like he was falling into and through the body in the cave, moving downward into a different dimension where he was without any physical presence. Only his soul existed as it dropped, and he felt all the mean and self-serving cracks and crannies of his soul being exposed. There he felt again the lust he felt for Bethany, seemingly increased because she was beyond his reach, satisfied within her relationship with Tritos now. No wonder Cassie had turned away from him after seeing his soul, he thought. It was stained and tattered into an abysmal, ugly mess.
 


 And looming over all, he began to squirm even more under this scrutiny, as he saw how proud, overwhelmingly proud, he had been of his healing powers. Here he was now, because he believed he could cure anyone, with any injuries. This man whose body had turned into this trap of self-examination, showed him how self-centered he was in thinking about himself first and foremost, even when it seemed he was helping another person. He felt consumed by misery and self-loathing as he thought about all the times he had put himself first. There was nothing about him that seemed worthwhile, nothing that earned the right to have the privilege of great powers, let alone of life itself. His pride, his smug belief in his own self-sufficiency was his greatest sin, his greatest downfall.
 


 At that point he blanched as realization hit him. The body he was trying to heal, the body that seemed dead and not dead, could only be the body of his Savior, resting in the tomb while he descended to Hell to bring freedom to all souls. Somehow, Alec had entered John Mark’s cave, but it was also the tomb where Jesus had been buried.
 


 As that realization rose to the surface of his awareness, through the heavy layers of guilt and sin, Alec felt gratitude well up. Through the great leap of salvation of the Savior, he was allowed to be imperfect and still in communion with God. Even though he was filled with so much sin, God loved him still, unconditionally.
 


 Was going down to Hell a matter of a person constantly reliving and realizing all their faults, he wondered? Was that what Jesus had taken on, accepting all the pain and doubt and regret and loneliness that every soul must feel when it realized how flawed it was? It must have been an inhumane burden, and Alec gave his profoundest thanks for that holy sacrifice.
 


There was another spiritual twist, and he began to weep tears of gratitude and sympathy, as he found himself physically within his own body again, slumped down on the floor next to the holy casket. A flood of warmth, of love and joy came over him as he lay there, comprehending the greatest concept of holy love that a human was able to carry, and he fell into peaceful slumbers.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 17 – John Mark’s Mission
 

 


 


 “Alec, wake up,” a voice said as Alec lay on the stone floor of the lowest level of the Cave of John Mark.
 


 He raised his head and looked around the dim chamber. The lid was still off the sarcophagus, and a small brown man sat lotus fashion on the floor near the door. Alec stood, and gently replaced the lid on the casket with reverence, after looking down at the battered face one more time before he pulled the linens back to cover it. Perhaps he imagined it, but even amidst the bruises and contusions, he imagined he saw serenity in the features.
 


Alec noticed that his left hand was marked with vivid scars on both the back and the palm. John Mark watched him. “That hand has touched the divine. It will never be the same,” he said. “Here, in the Cave, it is only a visual mark, but out there in the world, it will provide a different type of reminder.”
 


 Alec thought for long seconds about the implications of that simple statement.
 


 “You can’t begin to imagine what Hell is really like,” John Mark said, his tone indicating a change in topic. “You’ve had a little taste of pain, and maybe dipped the nail of one toe into the best end of the pool. But what our Savior has taken on, for all of us, for all time, is beyond any human’s comprehension.”
 


 Alec thought about his self-loathing and self-disgust, and all the moments he had thought only about his own desires above others.
 


 “No human has ever experienced anything like what you just exposed yourself to,” John Mark said. “If you hadn’t had such a hubristic sense of pride in your healing abilities, you wouldn’t have experienced that either.”
 


 “What’s that mean?” Alec asked.
 


 “Arrogance, ambition, pride, self-satisfaction. A failure to understand just how limited we are, and how little we ever achieve compared to our potential,” John Mark explained with a smile. “Don’t ever think that you’re at the top. Don’t ever think you can’t be better. Don’t ever think that you can’t do better. Don’t give up on trying to improve yourself.”
 


 Alec had a startlingly clear recollection of countless hours spent sitting with Aristotle, riding on the front of a long gone carnival wagon, listening to the exact same message.
 


 “I will work to make myself better,” he humbly said.
 


 “Nobody has ever come to this cave twice either, Alec,” John Mark told him. “Not that I need to say anything else to let you know that you are marked for a special fate, but you are special.
 


 “And never, not once, has a pilgrim from our world come to this chamber in the cave,” he told Alec in a more solemn tone.
 


 “How can I be in Christ’s tomb?” Alec asked. “He was sacrificed in that other world.”
 


 “He was sacrificed for all who are created in God’s image,” John Mark said. “We all -- his world, our world, other worlds as well -- have access to his sacrifice and grace and salvation. So in that regard, you have access to Christ, and this is a profoundly personal and real manifestation of that. I doubt that anyone else has ever handled their exposure to salvation as you have.
 


 “Now, I have a special set of duties for you to carry out before you return to your obligations. There are things you need to learn, and messages you need to learn, that require some very unusual steps,” John Mark explained.
 


 “I am going to send you on some journeys,” the prophet began to explain. “There are things you must hear and learn, and perhaps do.”
 


 “What do I need to learn?” Alec asked with interest.
 


 “There is a great threat to the Dominion that you know nothing about,” John Mark said. “An invasion is beginning, in a remote corner of the land. The invaders are traveling in a fashion you will recognize when you see it. I am going to send you to that far-off land so that you can learn about this threat and determine how to address it. And when you come back from that journey, you will be sent on two other journeys to begin to take the steps to prepare the Dominion to defend itself.
 


 “Take this,” John Mark held out a small sealed jar. “This will be your means of return from Michian.”
 


Alec reached out to take the jar, and he rolled the name of the land around in his mind as he accepted it. “How will this bring me back?”
 


 “It is a jar of dust from this very cave,” John Mark motioned. “Open the jar, pour out the sand in a circle around you, and call out my name. You will return here.”
 


 “When will I go and when should I come back?” Alec asked.
 


 “You’ll go in just a few seconds, when I send you,” the prophet replied gently, and you’ll come back when you think you’ve learned enough and are ready to return.” He tossed Alec his back pack. “And one last thing. Because your speech is so different, your accent would give you away if you were to speak in Michian, so you will go there, and exist there, as a mute, without a tongue, unable to speak.”
 


 Alec looked up from the jar in startlement and began to protest.
 


 “I will see you soon, Alec. Go with God’s blessings, and remember that you can always do more or be better,” John Mark blessed him with hands raised. “But know that he loves you now and always as a very special son,” and the dim light in the cave faded to black.
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Chapter 18 – Arrival in the Empire
 

 


 


 Alec blinked rapidly as the utter blackness of the cave was replaced instantly by bright sunlight, and he found himself standing in the front row of a huge crowd, lining a street as a great pageant proceeded past. The sun was blindingly bright overhead, and the air felt intensely hot. Alec’s eyes were still squinted closed, but he was aware of many bright colors around him. The buildings on the far side of the street were painted in extravagant hues, and the people around him mostly wore robes and billowing clothes that were bright shades of green and yellow and blue and violet, while the band of musicians who were passing by were dressed in white and blue striped outfits that looked like pajamas to him.
 


 But what struck Alec immediately was the drama taking place on the finely ground stone surface of the road he was facing. A member of the band was sprawled unconscious, surrounded by a few of his band mates, while the rest of the group attempted to play on as if their performance was undiminished by the circumstances.
 


 Alec grabbed the bag of medical supplies John Mark had apparently sent with him, feeling its weight slung over his shoulder, The soft dark leather bag was bulging with materials, and Alec stepped forward to look at the condition of the laid out player, who had a large wooden instrument lying next to him.
 


 The surrounding band mates were not offering any assistance to their companion as they stood over him, and Alec peremptorily spread his arms and pressed them back to give the man room. Alec allowed his health vision to carefully examine the man, looking for possible injuries and illnesses. Beyond the evident dehydration, there was nothing else troubling the man, a stout man perhaps a decade older than Alec. Reaching into his bag of materials, Alec pulled out a small bundle of leafy twigs. He pulled one of the twigs loose from the bundle, and broke it in three places, then stuck the fragments into the nostrils of his patient.
 


 The man inhaled the pungent aroma of the fetid egg fern and coughed, then opened his eyes, looking wildly about him.
 


 “You need water and rest,” Alec tried to say, but only inarticulate noises emerged from his tongueless mouth. The realization of his state distracted Alec immensely, but the cheers of the surrounding band players pulled his attention back to the matter at hand.
 


 Alec looked around. Hanging from a hook on a lamp post nearby was a bucket. Alec grabbed the shoulder of a musician and pointed at the bucket, making imploring sounds.
 


 “Do you want something?” the man asked in a slow languid accent.
 


 Alec placed an arm under his patient and attempted to raise him. He was joined by a perceptive band member, so that they raised the ill man to his unsteady feet. Alec pointed in the direction of the bucket again, and together the two of them dragged the patient over to the post, where Alec sat him back down on the ground, leaning against the post. Another band member had carried the musical instrument over next to him, and then the four players abandoned their companion to rejoin the rest of the band that had moved on down the parade route.
 


 Pulling the bucket down, Alec saw that it fortunately was half full of water. He unbuttoned the man’s robe to open the front, then cupped his hands and dowsed the man’s head with water to try to cool him. He cupped his hands a second time and brought them to the man’s mouth. Alec grunted encouragement to the man to drink. The overheated player rolled his eyes to look up at Alec as he placed his lips in the water, and greedily sucked down the little Alec offered.
 


 Alec decided to speed the man’s recovery along, and placed his hand on his shoulder, allowing a trickle of healing power to filter into his chest, and pulling his body temperature down. He used his right hand, his left still darkly splotched and feeling slightly painful after the encounter in the cave.
 


 “I’m much better, thank you,” his patient said, speaking for the first time. Alec removed his hand, and sat down on the dusty curb beside the man, as a regiment of soldiers trooped by in rigid formation. “I wasn’t feeling well, and then all the sudden I felt my knees buckle, and that’s the last I knew until we were sitting here.”
 


 Alec reached over and brushed away the remnants of the fern from the man’s upper lip.
 


 “We owe you a great deal. That was a terrible embarrassment to our clan. Thank you for correcting the situation so quickly,” a voice said over his shoulder.
 


 Alec looked up at a gentleman wearing a set of robes that had a blue and white stripe pattern similar to the band player’s. “By the time they reach the emperor’s review stand, no one will know anything was amiss.” The man knelt down next to the musician. “You nearly cost us a great deal of honor, you know,” he said without malice to the patient. “This boy saved your bacon. Do you feel well enough to go home and rest?”
 


 “I’m fine now,” the man on the ground said, rising. “He took good care of me. I apologize to you and everyone. I’m just not used to this heat. Will we be able to ride the restorer back to the villa soon?”
 


 “You know the restorer is going to be busy for at least a week, or longer if we lend it to the army much more,” the man in robes said. “Let’s go to the reverence stand, then back home,” he motioned to a person Alec hadn’t noticed in the background, a girl his own age wearing a headpiece, short skirt and sleeveless tunic, all also striped in blue and white. “Rief,” he said, and she stepped out from the crowd, picked up the instrument, then the three of them started to push back through the crowd, disappearing quickly from view.
 


 Alec stood in his spot, trying to make sense of all that he had just heard.
 


 “Down in front,” someone called, and he was jostled by spectators wanting to watch the flow of events in the parade, as a dozen jugglers were now exchanging large metal plates from one to the other.
 


 “Come on,” a voice said urgently, and there was a strong tug at his sleeve. Turning, Alec saw the girl servant who had just left with the large musical instrument. “We can’t wait forever just for you to watch the jugglers.” She adjusted her hand to grab his elbow and pull him forcefully towards her. “I’m not going to get in trouble for being slow because you’re dallying,” she said with exasperation.
 


 Alec let himself be led away from the street, jostling people aside through a dozen or more layers of spectators until he was in an open space behind the crowd, where the four connected wooden tubes of the cast-aside musical instrument lay. The girl released him, picked up the instrument, then looked down the street. “They’re just in sight. Let’s go,” she said, breaking into a trot to catch up with her masters. Alec hesitated a moment, then began to follow her.
 


 They traveled in a beeline until they were just two steps behind the girl’s leader, then slowed their pace to maintain their position. Still dazed by the holy experience in the cave, and then the abrupt transference to this strange society, Alec tried to make sense of what was happening, but had no more than begun to reflect on the situation than the thick crowds on his left abruptly ended as a series of tented pavilions took their place along the parade route. He said “Rief,” Alec thought. Was that a command to do something, or the girl’s name?
 


 Alec guessed which tent they might be headed to as soon as he saw a large blue and white striped structure along the ornate row, where every tent seemed to have a different combination of colors, shapes and symbols. A servant pulled a flap open and the small group walked in without fuss. Inside, a small row of tiers allowed the occupants to sit sedately near an opening and watch the parade go by, while a buffet on the side was copiously supplied with food and drink.
 


 “Come have something cool, Cander,” the older of Alec’s companions said to his musician. “Then go sit and rest. The Emperor will be ready for bowing before dinner, so we have a little while to wait.”
 


 The two men prepared plates of food and mugs, then went to sit and watch the parade. Alec turned to look at the girl to see what to do. She felt his eyes on her, and looked directly back.
 


 “What? What do you want?” she said as she finished storing the musical instrument in a trunk beneath the stands. “Speak up. I’m not going to try to guess what you need; has the cat got your tongue?” she asked as she came to stand directly in front of him.
 


 Alec opened his mouth wide and mutely pointed at the empty cavity, which still feel so strange and awkward without its missing tongue.
 


 “Oh. Oh, I am so sorry. That was dreadful,” she whispered as she took a step back. She closed her eyes for a long moment, and a trace of revulsion and perhaps pity crossed her face.
 


 “Are you hungry?” she asked.
 


 Alec nodded his head. He was hungry, but hadn’t realized it until she asked.
 


 She took his hand and led him through a partition to another portion of the tent, apparently the storage section. She had grabbed his left hand, and within moments he jerked it away. She looked at him in surprise, with a look of rejection momentarily crossing her face, then looked at the hand and saw the scars on it. “Oh my goodness, you’ve had some problems, haven’t you? Are you alright?” she asked.
 


Alec nodded. He hadn’t been hurt when she grabbed his hand, he had been shocked. A sense of her character came flooding into him. It was an enhanced version of his Spiritual ingenaire powers, except that it only occurred during the moment of physical contact with the hand. He had felt the immaturity and impatience of the girl, but also the underlying kindness and decency that defined her.
 


“You’re sure you’re okay?” she double-checked. He nodded. “Then we’ll get you that bite of food.” She opened a crate and lifted out a loaf of bread.
 


 “Here. Would you like something to drink with it?”
 


 Alec nodded again, and she moved to another crate, from which she pulled out a ceramic mug that she handed to Alec.
 


 “Rief, what are you doing in here?” their leader from the street asked, peeking in through the tent opening.
 


 The girl jumped, startled as though caught guilty in the act of doing something impermissible.
 


 “Your new servant, the healer, he was hungry, so I came to give him some food. I didn’t think he should eat from the family table,” the girl promptly said, going down on one knee in a motion of obeisance.
 


 The man’s hand slapped her cheek hard, rocking her head back. “I didn’t hear him ask for anything,” the man said in a flat tone.
 


 Rief did not touch her cheek, but kept her head bowed. “He cannot speak, sir. He has no tongue.”
 


 The man switched his gaze to Alec, and his expression changed from anger to skepticism. “Open your mouth,” he said peremptorily.
 


 Alec obeyed, upset that he had caused Rief to suffer on his account.
 


 “Well, I see,” the man replied. “Close your mouth.
 


 “Rief, he is allowed to eat from the family table. He did us a great service today, regardless of whether he can talk. Can you imagine if our band had failed to perform in time in front of the emperor? The Scarle clan and the Canare clan would have mocked up in court for weeks!” The man stepped back without further comment and left their room.
 


 As soon as he was gone, Rief placed her hand on her cheek and rubbed it. Alec stepped over and reached his left hand up, but she grabbed it and stopped it. “You’ve done enough, thank you. Go sit and eat and drink with the family. I’ll take care of myself,” she told him in a vehement tone.
 


 Alec raised his right hand, gently opened her fingers that encased his left arm, then placed those freed finger tips on the reddened cheek and released his healing powers, draining away the pain and color. He took his right hand away from hers, and she raised it to feel the cool surface of her face. She looked at him in astonishment.
 


 “How did you do that?” she asked.
 


 Unable to answer, Alec simply bowed his head. He had felt the spiritual powers examining her soul again as he healed her, though without the shock that the first experience had given him. She was a good person; he knew he could trust her.
 


 “Well, thank you,” she said in a low voice, unaware of his internal ponderings. “Now, let’s get out of here before something else happens.
 


 He turned, but then she placed a hand on his shoulder, and he turned back. “You know that unauthorized magic is illegal, don’t you? I’m not going to tell anyone about this, but you should be careful about what you do,” she warned him in a friendly tone.
 


 Alec digested her comment as she passed him and reached back to pull him with her out of the storage space and back into the ornate seating section of the tent.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 19 – The Demon Exposed
 

 


 


 Alec sat in a soft chair, holding a mug of berry juice with a plate of warm meats and fruit slices on a table beside him. He watched the performance of a group of acrobats in the parade, the third parade participants he had watched. All of the groups had their backs to the blue and white striped tent as they performed.
 


 Across the way, a single huge golden tent was the recipient of the parade’s attention. Alec was paying only cursory attention to the back of the performers, as he pondered Rief’s comment. His healing powers were illegal in this land. He thought back to the healing he had given the fallen band member. Apparently the fern and the cooling water were credited with the recovery of that patient, if anyone was even really aware of what had happened. Alec realized he would have to be circumspect in his efforts while he was in this unusual country.
 


 “The emperor will like that,” he heard one woman say to another as they watched the latest act. To Alec it appeared that a miniature dramatic performance was occurring, as a small mock battle gave way to a worshipful tribute to one of the players, and then the whole group bowed and moved on.
 


 “The emperor isn’t likely to be persuaded by such blatant adulation,” the other woman said. “He appreciates a subtler mind than Krayo’s excessive exhibitions,” she pronounced.
 


 The next act caught Alec’s attention as soon as it arrived. A single woman, dressed completely in black, stood before the golden tent and bowed deeply. As she did, Alec noticed two men in black suddenly appear to stand in front of the tent, facing her.
 


 The woman pulled out a knife, and deliberately cut each forearm, creating a flow of blood. She placed a small jar on the ground in front of her, then held her hands over the jar so that the blood dripped into the jar for several seconds. She followed that by pulling a bundle of sticks from inside her robe, scratching with the sticks to make several lines in the road surface in an intricate pattern around the vessel of blood, then dipping the ends of the sticks in the blood and propping them against one another around the jar.
 


 The woman began to chant loudly in a high-pitched, sing song manner that made Alec’s skin crawl, even though he could not understand any of the words she used. She paused in her chanting for several seconds, during which no other sound occurred anywhere in the vicinity. She then pulled a small bag out of a pocket, and threw a handful of bright red powder into the air, where it eerily stayed suspended in a cloud directly over her. With that new manifestation of power, she resumed chanting. No one in the tent with Alec was saying a word, and he sensed that tension was rising with each passing minute as everyone watched intently while the performer continued her arcane activities.
 


 “Mosha!” she called out loudly, and Alec jumped when everyone around ritually repeated “Mosha” in formal voices. A second and third time the call and answer was repeated. The echoes of the words seemed to catalyze the elements of the process, as the lines that had been scratched in the sand began to glow, then began to rise off the road surface, and floated up into the red cloud several feet above. Alec’s left hand began to painfully throb, though whether it was pain or energy, he couldn’t tell.
 


 As the shape took its position, the performer began a new chant, that within seconds caused a darkening of the sky momentarily, until the shade coalesced in a cloud a hundred feet above the woman. From the cloud, an impossible rain shower began to fall, only onto the red cloud, which it entered but did not pass through.
 


 Alec was gripping the arms of his chair as he watched the one minute deluge, after which the dark cloud evaporated. The two dark clad figures across the way seemed to believe something was eminent, as they held their hands out in front of themselves in a warding off posture, and Alec dreaded whatever was to come next. The woman raised her hand over her head and motioned, causing three men to carry out another figure, a naked man, tied and securely trussed, who they lay at the woman’s feet, next to the jar of blood. The woman raised one foot and placed it on the head of the man, then began chanting again, this time in a much deeper voice, using words that were harsh and disconsonant.
 


 As her voice abruptly stopped, the woman stepped back from the man. The red cloud overhead began to churn and boil, the lines writhing within the mass began to hang from the bottom of the cloud, and small white bats dropped from the tubes, fluttering about in the vicinity for moments, then descending on the man below to bite him. Through his gag, his muffled voice began to scream in agony, as more and more of the creatures began to land on him, covering his entire body in a writhing mass.
 


 For minutes the creatures held their spots, biting and then drinking his blood, and turning blood red themselves as they did so, while his cries grew fainter and then ceased. As they seemed to sate themselves, they rose and began to flutter again between him and the cloud. Alec felt ill watching, and even worse as he saw that no one else was expressing protest for the death that had just been witnessed by so many.
 


 At some unseen signal, the flock of bats all entered the cloud simultaneously. The cloud began to thicken, turning into a gelatinous mass hanging in the air, when the woman stepped forward again and called out a single word. The jar of blood still on the ground began to glow, and a ray of light shot up from the mouth of the jar through the touching points of the leaning sticks, to disappear into the red mass, and as it did, his left hand burned so badly Alec looked at it, expecting to see fresh blood flowing from his scars.
 


 Seconds later, the light stopped, the mass fell gently to the ground, and then rose up in the shape of a hideous, man-like creature, with an animal-like snout and the legs of a goat. The creation walked in a circle around the woman, who stood perfectly still, snarling as it walked. Three times it circled her at no great distance, until she raised her hand and pointed at it to stop in its tracks.
 


 The creature terrified Alec. It was evil. He could feel hideous energy emanate from it, great power, with malevolence and malice directed towards everything it saw. Its arrival had clearly been what triggered the reaction in his left hand. 

 


 The woman spoke in a low voice to the creature, then pointed at it again, causing it to kneel before her. She spoke again, in a demanding tone of voice, and the creature clapped its hands together three times, then gave a howl, which created a flash of light and a clap of thunder, the loud noise reverberating all around the parade ground.
 


 There, magically, next to the woman, stood an ugly animal, but one that did not seem as threatening as the horrific creature that still captured the attention of all. In a flash of memory, Alec recognized the creature as the same type of animal that he had seen disappear from the room in Stronghold with Mooreen and Elcome on its back.
 


 The woman bowed to the evil monster, and said something that may have been praise or thanks. She signaled again, and her group of servants brought out another trussed up sacrificial victim. The servants laid the poor man on the ground next to the monster, then quickly hurried away.
 


 With that, the woman seemed to have finished her awful ceremony. She stepped back, clapped her hands, motioned to the tied up offering, then chanted for several seconds, and clapped three times again. The monster stepped forward, grabbed the screaming, tied victim, and disappeared in a flash of crimson light.
 


 Alec sat, stunned and appalled by what he had seen, while his hand returned to a calmer condition. The crowd around the event was clapping vigorously, as the woman stepped forward towards the golden tent on the other side of the parade ground. She reached into the front of her black robe, loosening something that caused it to slide off her shoulders to the ground, so that she stood tall and slim in a tight yellow dress. A cheer erupted from someplace to Alec’s right, and the woman gestured back to the placid animal that remained, then towards the golden tent.
 


 The two black robed figured in front of the tent walked out with a rope, which they looped around the animal’s head, then led the creature at casual pace away and out of sight. “That was a tremendous performance. The emperor will hold Canare clan in high esteem this season. They may get to lead the invasion,” Alec heard one man in his tent tell another.
 


 A small bag flew from the golden tent and landed at the feet of the woman in yellow. She picked it up, held it to her lips for a moment, then bowed and walked off the road to the right.
 


 “No one will top that. Shall we go?” a voice spoke in Alec’s ear. It interrupted his contemplation of the horrific scene that was now over. Alec did not know what the terrible creature was that he had just seen, He knew it was completely evil, and he could not fathom how anyone would be able to confront something like it in battle. The woman who had called it forth had obviously had some control over it, but Alec had no notion what or how.
 


 “Shall we go?” the voice repeated, and Alec saw that the man he had resuscitated was speaking to him. Alec nodded and stood, walking down to stand beside the man near the entrance they had arrived through.
 


 Another man came down from his seat at that moment, and as he passed, everyone else in the tent bowed. The short man had deep set eyes, but he caught Alec’s attention. “Who do you have here, Cander?” the man asked.
 


 Alec’s companion bowed, and Alec did likewise. “This is a healer who helped us just a little bit ago, leader Reast,” Alec’s other companion spoke up, joining their group. “Cander passed out while carrying the pothorn in the band, and this boy treated him quickly. The band was back in formation in thirty seconds none the worse for the incident.
 


 “We brought him in the tent as our guest,” he added.
 


 “We’re honored that you accepted the invitation to join us. Has our hospitality been acceptable?” Reast asked.
 


 Unable to answer, Alec bowed again. “He’s mute, sir,” Alec’s companion said in a kind tone. “He has no tongue, and cannot speak,” he added superfluously.
 


 Reast looked incredulous. “He’s a mute healer, and you invited him to our tent, Marjet?” he asked in a significant tone.
 


 “He did save the band from embarrassment, and in front of a large crowd; it seemed best to be generous,” Marjet confirmed.
 


 “Well, mute healer, if you are to serve the clan, what can you heal me of?” he asked pleasantly, but with an apparent vein of sarcasm.
 


 Alec looked at the man who was the apparent leader of this group. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be part of this group. Yet he had been dropped from nowhere into this strange land, and already seemed to be inside a powerful group, a position from which he might learn whatever John Mark expected him to learn. And the girl, Rief, inexplicably appealed to him as someone who both needed and would be a good friend.
 


 Alec focused his healing vision on Reast, discovering that the man’s tonsils were a seething mass of infection.
 


 Alec opened his mouth wide, then motioned for Reast to do the same. The leader looked in amusement at the men around him, but Alec gestured impatiently for him to open, pointing at his own mouth, pointing at Reast’s, then peering closely at the man.
 


 Reast opened, and Alec looked in, seeing the red inflammation that confirmed what he already knew. He reached into his sack of herbs and pulled out a bundle of leaves. He pulled some off and gave them to Reast. He cupped his hands together in front of him, then pantomimed placing the leaves in the cup, and motioned as though pouring water into the cup as well, then blew on it to cool it off.
 


 “Make a tea? You want me to make a tea of these leaves?” Reast asked.
 


 Alec nodded, then reached out and stroked Reast’s throat, remembering the warning that he should not seem to practice his healing powers. He used his left hand without thinking, and felt the character of the man revel itself – he was cunning and clever, determined to succeed, but not inherently cruel.
 


 “This tea will make my throat feel better?” Reast asked.
 


 Alec nodded.
 


 “You’ve found quite a medical genius here, Cander, it appears,” Reast said in a different, respectful tone of voice. “I’ll try your tea, healer. You’re right, my throat is raw and painful. If this helps, we’ll see that the clan takes very good care of you. Who knows what we might accomplish with your talents?” he pondered thoughtfully. “Now, let’s all go back to the villa, and we’ll dress your friend appropriately, and have a bit of rest before the promenade tonight.”
 


 The whole group moved through the tent opening, Cander, Marjet, Reast, Alec three ladies, and a half dozen servants, some of whom Alec suspected were primarily guards, walked to the left as they departed. As they walked, Alec noticed that the servant girl, Rief, was not with them. He turned and looked back, and saw her face sticking out from the tent. He raised his right hand and waved at her. A smile came to her solemn face, and she waved back, then ducked back inside the tent.
 


 Within two minutes the group was passing a brilliant yellow tent, one that put Alec in mind of a giant lemon, so brightly hued was its canvas. The faces of Alec’s companions took on grim expressions as they passed the structure. Loud laughter, music and sounds of general festivity came from the tent, and Alec understood that the woman who had summoned the monstrous creature, who had been clothed in yellow at the end of her activity, had scored some great victory for the clan of this tent, much to the dissatisfaction of his companions.
 


 Their passage was noticed. “Hey Reast, do you want to come kiss Sharlan’s feet now, or wait until tonight?” a nasal voice called out.
 


 “Do you know any poisons we could use, healer?” Reast asked.
 


 Alec shrugged and smiled.
 


 “Couldn’t we just take the restorer home this afternoon, and come back tomorrow?” Cander asked, reminding Alec that he had made a similar request earlier.
 


 “We aren’t going to cut and run,” Reast replied. “And we need to let the emperor’s army continue to use our restorer for the next few days, especially since Sharlan’s sorceress just produced a brand new one for the emperor.”
 


 Alec intuitively made the connection. The animal he had seen led away, the ugly large animal that he had seen disappear from Stronghold with Mooreen and Elcome, was a restorer. It had the ability to somehow disappear, and the emperor apparently needed or wanted to use the animals.
 


 After several minutes, they came to a corner, where a large white stone building, surrounded by imposing columns stood. All the members of the group paused, turned and genuflected to the building for a moment, then continued on their way. “Not a fan of the war god?” a woman asked. “You’ll have to adopt Raigg as one of your gods if you’re going to be part of our clan household,” she said conversationally as they continued on.
 


 Alec walked along in shock, thoroughly disconcerted by the notion of a temple to another god. It made no sense to him, especially when he had just experienced such a personal, intense encounter with his own true god. This society grew stranger and stranger with each passing minute he was introduced to it. In just a few more minutes they arrived at a large fenced park, and turned in through a gate. Alec noted that at least two servants appeared to relax, as bodyguards do when entering a safe location.
 


 The mansion on the grounds of the park was a large, magnificent facility. “Charten, take the healer to have him dressed decently for tonight, and find a nice room for him near the family quarters,” Reast said, and one of the presumed bodyguards dropped back to walk with Alec.
 


 “Come this way, healer,” the man said pleasantly as they entered the mansion. Alec followed him through several hallways until they were in a laundry facility. “Migred,” Charten called to a woman. “This boy needs a robe for tonight’s promenade. Would you whip something up for him?”
 


 The woman gave a momentary look of exasperation, then put down her work, picked up a basket, and promptly measured Alec. “Where shall it be delivered?” she asked.
 


 “We’ll put him in Room 3 for now,” Charten replied, and he touched Alec on the arm to move him along. Alec turned, and bowed to the woman as a means to say thanks.
 


 Minutes later, his guide opened a door for Alec. “This is your room. Just follow your nose to find the kitchen if you’re hungry. Be back here before sunset to wash and dress, and we’ll take you to the promenade,” he told Alec. “I need to go back to a few chores, so stay out of trouble!” he said with a laugh, then walked briskly down the hall.
 


 Alec entered the room, or rooms, as it turned out to be suite. He relieved himself in the necessary room, then looked out the window of the bedroom. More park and garden space were visible, and he had a small balcony he could sit on. He took a seat in the warm sun, closed his eyes, and fell asleep, exhausted by the endless stream of new experiences he had just lived through since going up the valley in the Pale Mountains to find John Mark’s cave.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 20 – At the Promenade
 

 


 


 A gentle tap on the knee woke Alec from a dreamless sleep. He opened his eyes to see that the sun had moved towards the horizon, and that dark-haired Rief, the girl servant he had met at the parade, was standing next to him.
 


 “Your clothes are here, and you need to be down in the hall in five minutes,” she told him once his eyes focused on her. “I’m here to make sure you’re there on time,” she gave the hint of a smile.
 


 Alec stood, and followed her inside. On a table he found a blue-and-white striped robe folded. He picked it up shook it open, and studied it momentarily, trying to decide how to put in on. He suddenly jumped as Rief began to pluck his shirt from him. He dropped the robe in surprise, and stepped back.
 


 Seeing the look on his face, Rief laughed. “Modest, are you? Then put them on yourself, but be quick about it. I’ll get a whipping if we’re very late,” she said in a way that made Alec believe she wasn’t kidding. He picked up the robe, stepped behind a screen, and changed clothes quickly, then stepped back out where Rief could see him.
 


 “Turn around,” she commanded, and Alec did, reminded for no particular reason of Bethany modeling her new clothes for him back in Goldenfields. He raised his hands above his head in a silly pose, then bowed as he finished his twirl. “You do have a sense of humor behind that silent face, don’t you?” Rief said laughingly. “Now let’s go!” she told him as she took his hand to lead him from the room at a swift pace.
 


 He stopped her, and pointed back at his room. “What?” she asked, but he just darted back, grabbed his bag of healing items and rejoined her. “Here, wear that under your robe, so you don’t spoil the clan’s appearance,” she told him, and rearranged the bag against his body. “Now we have to run,” she said with a serious face, and took off through the halls, slowing to a walk just before entering the main hall.
 


 “Ah, our healer is with us,” Reast said, seeing their entry. The group in the hallway was more than two score in size, although Alec couldn’t gauge how many were clan members and how many were servants or guards. “The carriages and wagons are lined up outside, everyone find an appropriate place.”
 


 “You’ll spend the night taking care of me, won’t you, Rief?” Cander asked, stumbling over to where the servant and Alec stood. Alec could tell that the man had already drank a great quantity of alcohol.
 


 “Sir, the healer has already asked me, so to speak, to spend the night with him,” Rief replied quickly, putting her hand on Alec’s arm. Alec didn’t understand precisely what was implied or expected, but he liked the servant girl, and was willing to play along with her game for the time being. He reached his hand across, and patted it atop hers.
 


 “Healer, you’re a quick one, aren’t you?” Cander said without malice. “I’ll find a woman along the walk to take care of me. You enjoy Rief’s attention.” He stumbled away towards the door.
 


 “I thank you, master healer. I’ll make sure you have fun. Cander’s not the worst master for an evening like this, but I think you’ll be much more fun,” she whispered with her mouth pressed against his ear. Alec blushed, and faintly nodded his head. They stayed in line, and by the time they were out of the door, most of the vehicles had already departed, so they climbed up in the bed of a wagon with five other people, and rode the jostling contraption away from the house.
 


 “Who do you have, Rief?” an older lady asked.
 


 “”This is the clan healer. The clan leader just accepted him this afternoon at the parade,” Rief explained.
 


 “Welcome! We’re glad to have you serving the clan,” the woman said. “What’s your name? Where do you come from?” 

 


 “He can’t speak,” Rief explained. “He doesn’t have a tongue.”
 


 All heads turned to stare at Alec intently as soon as Rief spoke. “Let me see,” said a young boy, and Alec obediently displayed his vacant mouth.
 


 “That’s cool!” the boy said.
 


 “He’ll be a spectacle tonight, won’t he?” another man said. “He’ll give the Indige clan something to talk about besides the Canares’ brilliant act today.”
 


 They rode on, and Alec looked out the sides of the wagon, watching the scenes of the city pass by as the wagon lurched along and the other passengers chatted amiably. The city was filled with countless large buildings, showing that it must be far larger than Goldenfields or Oyster Bay. Twice, the other passengers made perfunctory acts of homage towards buildings they passed. Eventually, as the sun began to disappear below the horizon, the wagon crossed a long bridge over a wide, dark river then turned sharply, and rolled down to a circle of torches, where they waited in line for a chance to disembark with hundreds of others.
 


 When their turn came, Rief got out before Alec. He understood that she would be his companion, presumably his own servant for the night’s adventure, and he motioned with a sweep of his arm for her to lead the way. She promptly stepped forward through the crowd, and Alec followed, shouldering and jostling to keep up in the swarm of brightly clothed people who were milling in all directions. They quickly caught up with a large knot of other Indige clan members, and Rief discretely maneuvered Alec in front of her and into the clan group that was walking as a unit along a paved riverside roadway.
 


 Bright torches illuminated the entire area, and food vendors and other merchants had tables and tents set up haphazardly along the side of the route. The air was heavy with scents – cooking food, scented oil from torches, cooking fires, and the perfumes of ladies. Alec felt overwhelmed by all the sensory overload he was experiencing, and he stayed as close to Rief as possible.
 


 “Krayo,” Reast said as a large group in red appeared, “may I introduce our new clan healer?” he pulled Alec up front beside him. “The boy is a natural talent. Had two healings the first hour we selected him! And he’s a mute. Can’t say a word; doesn’t have a tongue. Good to see you. All hail the emperor,” Alec’s leader finished his quick monologue, and they proceeded to move along.
 


 Time and again, Reast repeated the demonstration, exhibiting Alec as a shield against any other topic being raised. After an hour’s time they had walked nearly a mile, and came to a large, golden tent, rising from a foundation on the river bank above them, where several people were sitting on a balcony overlooking the festival. Abruptly, everyone on Alec’s group knelt in homage to someone on the balcony, and Alec clumsily imitated them, staying down on his knee until he heard others start to rise.
 


 “Sharlan was right there on the emperor’s patio!” someone said indignantly to Reast.
 


 “He put on a stupendous show today,” Reast said calmly. “We have to acknowledge that and move on.”
 


 A few minutes later, they came to the end of the brightly lit promenade. “Thank you for remaining with the clan,” Reast said. “You all may go now to pursue your own pleasures. The carriages will depart as they fill up, and the last wagon will leave at midnight, whether it’s full, empty, or anything else. How you get home after that is your own matter!” he laughed, reached out and tousled Cander’s hair affectionately, and watched as people started walking away. 

 


 Rief took Alec by the hand, and led him to Reast. She bowed slightly. “Clan leader, our new healer is without coin, I believe. May he have some tokens to purchase food and drink?”
 


 “And he’s claimed you for the night already, eh?” Reast said. “Well, that’s good. I wouldn’t want Troona or Rewas getting their claws into him too soon. Here,” he dropped several coins in her hand, “Take him around and let him enjoy the promenade. By the by, healer, I tried your tea, and my throat feels better already!” he gave a warm smile, and turned to talk to someone else waiting on him.
 


 Together Rief and Alec walked slowly along the promenade. “Here, try this,” Rief said, exchanging a coin for two small pies from a vendor. Alec bit into the warm flaky crust, and tasted a sweet, juicy berry filling, with a flavor he enjoyed but did not know. He found that the absence of a tongue made it surprisingly difficult to eat, so that he had to tilt his head at times to position the food. He smiled in appreciation, then ate the rest of the pie.
 


 He pulled Rief behind him hurriedly moments later as he saw two lion-sized cats approach. Rief spun around, saw the animals and laughed. “Look,” she pointed at the thin leashes Alec had not noticed, as the animals were walking ahead of four men in robes with blue and green waves.
 


 Alec grinned, and they started walking again. He saw a vendor selling clothing for ladies, including dainty pairs of gloves. Thinking of his hand, he walked over and picked up a pair.
 


“They’re not your size, healer, and lace doesn’t look right on a man,” Rief told him. “Do you have gloves for men?” she asked the vendor. He gave a puzzled look, then found a pair of work gloves. Rief looked at Alec, who nodded his head, eager for something to cover his strangely altered left hand. Rief arranged a price, paid it, and watched Alec pull the left glove on. He was relieved to have a way to hide the scars and to prevent the hand from jolting him with frequent exposure to the character of the people he touched. Rief gave a shrug. “I hope that helps,” she said, and they started walking again, until she stopped and bought two skins to drink. It was wine, Alec realized with a sputter as he tasted it and started coughing.
 


 “Want something else?” Rief asked with a laugh. Alec nodded. “Beer? Whiskey? Berry juice?” she listed options until Alec nodded yes, and she purchased a new skin for him.
 


 She continued to drink her own wine, and grew more garrulous as they walked. “You’re so easy to talk to; you never interrupt!” she giggled as she described growing up as the daughter of a slave. “I was sold to the Indige clan when I turned 16, three years ago. They’ve treated me well; better than most slaves get treated, I know.
 


 “They’ve certainly taken to you! Timing is everything, my mother told me. You certainly showed up at the parade at the right time, and helping the clan leader’s son was the right thing to do.
 


 Oh heavens! That man over there, the one with the yellow turban – no! Don’t stare. He was the first boy to kiss me,” she blurted out. “Hello, Laver,” she said as he stepped across the road to intersect her and Alec. He appeared to be slightly older than she was, and three other yellow-clad men followed.
 


 “Rief, you must be so upset to have been sold from Canare to Indige,” Laver said to the girl, ignoring Alec. “Give me a kiss and I’ll arrange for you to be bought back.”
 


 Alec looked at Rief, trying to figure out what dynamics were underway. He suddenly had a sense of unease, and another of confidence, and another of hostility, feelings that he realized he was detecting in the people around him through the normal spiritual ingenaire way, not through his extraordinary hand. He placed a hand on Rief’s elbow, and the uneasiness became much stronger.
 


 “Don’t try anything foolish, son,” Laver told him immediately. “I’m just having a friendly conversation.
 


 “Come up here with me, Rief, so we can talk,” Laver said. He grabbed her other arm, and began to pull her away from Alec, towards a grove of trees and underbrush on the riverbank, as she looked back over her shoulder at Alec with a look of panic on her face. Alec knew he wasn’t going to let the poor girl suffer. He remembered John Mark’s admonition to do good and to do better, and he knew he had to take action to prevent this violence.
 


 Alec stepped forward and grabbed Laver’s arm, causing the man to look in astonishment at him. “Healer, don’t! Don’t get yourself in any trouble,” Rief said, her voice unnaturally high-pitched and her face pale.
 


 I’ll count to two, and you better not be in sight,” Laver said through gritted teeth. He looked significantly at his companions. “One, two,” he counted quickly.
 


 Alec heard a footstep behind him. He released his hold on Laver and turned around, his warrior energies coming to full capacity. One of the three attackers, the heaviest one, swung a heavy fist at Alec’s head as he turned to face the assailants. Alec dodged the fist, grabbed it and pulled it forward, raised his knee into the man’s midsection, then chopped his free hand down hard on the back of his neck, driving the man into the ground.
 


 All around them, people instantly moved away, opening a wide circle of spectators to the confrontation. The other two men looked at their companion, suddenly on the ground, then looked at each other. They spread apart, and both pulled out knives. Alec looked over his shoulder at Rief and Laver, who hadn’t moved, then looked back at his opponents. He rushed at one in a feint that made the man jump back, then slid into the feet of the other, knocking him to the ground as Alec popped back up. But then he immediately fell with his knee jammed hard into the stomach of the assailant, wretched his knife away from him, and jumped back.
 


 He faced the third man now. “Healer!” Rief screamed, and Alec turned to see Laver throwing a knife at him. Alec focused all his attention on the knife, bending away from it and catching the haft as it spun in the air past him.
 


 With one knife in each hand, he threw them both at Laver’s feet, pinning the blades through the leather shoes to plant each foot immovably in place. He stamped a foot at the remaining assailant, who jumped, turned and ran at his movement.
 


 The three thugs disposed of, Alec walked towards Laver, who still held Rief by the arm. Alec stopped when just five feet away and pointed at her. Laver snarled and released her roughly, shoving Rief towards Alec, who caught her in his arms and absorbed the force of her movement. Laver’s hand reached into his waistband and grabbed another knife, which he flicked forward from that level.
 


 From such a short distance, Alec had no time to try to avoid the weapon. Instead, he twisted his body and Rief’s so that instead of plunging into the girl, the blade sank into his own shoulder.
 


 He howled a guttural, inarticulate howl, and fell to his knees. “Oh healer!” Rief cried. A red stain began to bloom around the wound. Alec reached over and pulled the knife out. He was ready to murder Laver.
 


 “What’s the trouble here?” a voice cried out.
 


 “It’s the emperor’s patrol,” Rief told him. Alec understood from her tone that he wouldn’t be able to do anything to Laver now. He dropped the bloody blade he held, reached over and began to heal the depths of the wound, intending to allow the skin to remain visibly injured, but his healing powers abruptly quit working for him. He was startled by the sudden end to his healing, without warning, as if his access to his ingenaire energy had been cut off. Fortunately the shoulder was sufficiently repaired to be less painful, and he left the issue for the moment to deal with the events unfolding around him. 

 


 Several men in golden clothes began to arrive at the scene. “What’s the trouble here?” each repeated as they arrived at various parties – the injured men on the ground, witnesses in the crowd, Laver, and Alec and Rief.
 


 “The emperor will be most displeased to hear of bad blood at his promenade,” one of them said loudly.
 


 “It was the Canare that started it,” a voice in the crowd called out. “They took on the Indige lad and his lass four to one, and they were losing to the boy!”
 


 “Is there a problem here?” a voice called from the crowd, and the witnesses instantly grew silent. A tall, imposing man in yellow stepped up to the apparent leader of the patrol.
 


 “This boy started it!” Laver yelled. “Believe me Sharlan, there would have been no trouble but for him!”
 


 “Patrol, shouldn’t you file a report, and help these men recover?” Sharlan asked. “There must be several Indige ruffians who ran away after beating these innocent men, and they need to face justice. The emperor needs to know that his festivity was so crudely interrupted.”
 


 “Begging your pardon, clan leader, but the witnesses all clearly state that there was only this one Indige boy involved. We can go to the emperor immediately and let him know that one Indige beat four Canare, if you wish the report filed. Otherwise, I’d suggest everyone just get up, go your own ways, and don’t let it happen again,” the patrol leader said, clearly not planning to be intimidated. “Son,” he said to Alec, “will you be okay? Do we need to help you get to your clan healer?” he asked as a thundercloud of anger grew on Sharlan’s face.
 


 “He’s just the healer,” Rief replied immediately. “Lucky for Laver and Canare we didn’t have any of our guards, or things might have gotten worse,” she taunted.
 


 “Miss, why don’t you take the healer off a ways now,” the patrol leader said, not wanting any more trouble to erupt. “I’ll talk to the Canare for a few minutes while you walk away – promptly.”
 


 Alec pushed Rief, and the two of them began to push through the crowd. “Way to go!” a person in green told him as he pressed by. “Indige rules!” another person called, and Rief waved her hand high over her head to the bystanders as they passed. Once they got through the crowd, she grabbed Alec’s hand and started running fast, dragging him along for two minutes until they were both out of breath and far from the scene of the fight. He awkwardly reached across his chest and tried to further heal the wound. His energies flowed unimpeded once more, allowing him to reduce the damage to the muscles. The strange interruption of power, inexplicable as it was, was over.
 


 “Are you okay?” she asked at last, stepping behind a vendor’s tent, out of the flow of traffic. “Here, let me see your shoulder,” she said, casually pulling his robe loose and down his torso. “It doesn’t look too bad,” she said in a puzzled voice. “Oh,” she exclaimed, “did you fix your self already?”
 


 Alec didn’t immediately answer, but reached under his garb, pulled out his medical kit, and selected some herbs that he gently placed on the sticky, bloody wound. He pulled out a piece of white bandage, tore off a piece, and then a length, folded the piece over the wound, then handed the length to Rief, and motioned for her to wind it around the wound.
 


 “Sit down,” she ordered, and knelt in front of him, silently tying the cotton strip around several times, then tying it off.
 


 “Look at those! Her fingers traced down his arm to touch the ingenaire marks. The marks were alive again, shiny and gleaming since the restoration of Alec’s powers. “They’re so beautiful!”
 


 Alec reached down to her face and directed her gaze up at his face. He placed his finger on his lips, and shook his head sternly. “You don’t want me to talk about them?” Rief asked, and Alec patted her hand in agreement. She sat silently and attended to her bandaging.
 


 “Healer,” she said when she was done, “Thank you. You shouldn’t have done that for my sake; I’m just a house slave. Yet you did, and I am grateful beyond expression. Tomorrow morning I will ask the clan leader to assign me to be your personal extension, if that pleases you,” she said, and on her face Alec read her fear that he might refuse her offer.
 


 Alec flexed his shoulder slightly, took both his hands in hers, smiled, and nodded.
 


 “Oh healer! Thank you. You won’t regret it. And how can the clan leader say no?” Rief cried.
 


 “How can the clan leader say no to what?” Reast asked, suddenly appearing around the corner of the vendor’s tent, followed by a dozen Indige members.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 21 – A Personal Slave
 

 


 


 “”Clan leader!” Rief exclaimed, completely discombobulated by his appearance. She awkwardly rose, turned and bowed.
 


 Alec tried to pull his robes back up over his torso, and also stood to bow.
 


 “There is a most peculiar story sweeping aside every other story tonight on the promenade,” Reast said. “The story claims that a lone Indige member single-handedly beat four or six or eight Canare thugs, and didn’t even break a sweat doing it.
 


 “From the looks of things, you apparently at least broke a sweat, or something,” Reast said. “Let’s go back to the carriage and get you home, and tell me what happened before I pass judgment.”
 


 Alec felt a sinking feeling in his stomach as he worried about the implications of being sent home, but nodded agreement. Without further conversation, the group walked along the promenade, people moving aside respectfully to give them space to pass. When they reached the carriages, Reast waved his arm in a signal, and a luxurious coach pulled forward to them. The coachman held the door open, and Reast motioned for Alec to enter. He looked at Rief, who stood back, knowing that no slave would ride in such a vehicle. “Well, how am I going to hear the story from the mute boy if you aren’t along?” Reast said impatiently as he looked at her. “Climb in!” As Marjet started to approach the door, Reast held his hand up. “I want the rest of you to walk around, pick up the rumors, and prepare to inform me in a conclave tomorrow morning. Now go out and have some fun for a few hours!” and he climbed in the coach with Alec and Rief and knocked on the roof to signal for departure.
 


 “So what can I not say no to?” Reast asked as they all settled back into the plushly upholstered seats.
 


 “I, clan leader, I offered to be the healer’s personal extension, to serve him only, if you so approved. I thought that after what he did tonight,” her voice stopped suddenly, not willing to presume too much with the leader of her house.
 


 “Tell me what happened tonight. Don’t leave anything out, and don’t make anything up. We’ve got quite a situation, and I need to know the facts,” Reast said.
 


 Rief promptly began to tell the story, keeping it factual, up until the battle began. “And then, as he began to take me into the trees, the healer, he fought better than I ever saw anyone fight! Laver’s guards were down or run away in just fifteen seconds, and Laver had his feet stuck to the ground!”
 


 “How did the healer get injured?”
 


 “When he came to free me from Laver, the Canare pushed me at the healer, then pulled out another knife. It happened so fast I don’t really know, but I think the healer turned his body to protect me from the knife, by taking it himself,” she finished with downcast eyes. “And then the patrol showed up, which was good for Laver or he’d have suffered too, and the head of Canare showed up and tried to bully the patrol, but they had none of it. They told us to leave, so we did, and I was bandaging the healer when you arrived.”
 


 “Is that the true story, healer?” Reast looked directly into Alec’s eyes. Alec nodded his head in agreement
 


 “Healer,” Reast said. He reached over and took Alec’s right hand, then one of Rief’s hands, which he laid in Alec’s. “This slave I give to you as your personal extension, to do anything you command her to, as yours and yours alone for the next twelve moons, to be extended beyond if you so desire. We don’t do this often, healer. There’s only been one other in our clan in recent years.”
 


 “How do you feel? Will your shoulder be alright?” he im-mediately switched back to a conversational tone.
 


 Alec nodded, and held up four fingers. “Four?” Reast questioned. “Four days to heal?” Alec nodded again. “That is remarkable; your skills are amazing. I’m going to ask you to examine every member of the clan and prescribe anything you think appropriate. With your skills, we ought to get as much as possible out of you!
 


 “Not that we didn’t get a year’s worth of service tonight alone! Great Raigg and Boolt, Sharlan must be furious! That great sorceress today should have been this week’s talk of the town, but now the only thing folks will talk about will be how his own son and three guards got beaten by a clan healer!” Reast laughed. “And you’re really that good a fighter?” Alec shrugged, then nodded gently. “Well, well, Raigg and Boolt looked down on us with kindness today.”
 


 The coach was pulling up to the door of the mansion already. “You two go in and make do,” Reast said. “I’m going to go back and keep an eye on things.
 


 “You take care of him. You’re his now,” Reast said, catching Rief by the chin as she started to climb down.
 


 “I will, clan leader,” she promised.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 22 – Caring for Rief
 

 


 


  They stood inside the door of the mansion. “Let’s get that robe to the laundry so they can get the blood out,” Rief said. Alec wondered about visiting the laundry so late at night, but followed behind as Rief strode down a dim hallway. Minutes later, they pushed through a swinging door, where a single man was sorting laundry. “We’ll need to have this cleaned up,” she said peremptorily with a motion.
 


 The man came over and looked at them, then looked at the shoulder of Alec’s robe. “Take it off and I’ll put it to soak,” he said. Rief looked at Alec, who raised his eyebrows and gestured with his hands.
 


 “Do you have a robe he could borrow, in place of this one?” she asked with a laugh, remembering how modest Alec had been in his bedroom. “He’s a shy one.”
 


 The laundryman grunted, then looked at a stack and selected one from the middle, which he tossed across the room to them. “Here, go behind those shelves,” Rief ordered Alec, who obediently did so. He winced slightly as he moved his shoulder, and wished he could heal it cleanly all at once. With his change complete, Rief led him out of the laundry. “Let’s go to the pantry and get a bite to eat, then we’ll call it a night,” she said, completely at ease in taking charge of Alec’s life.
 


 They started down a hall, passing several doors, and at random Alec stopped in front of one and pointed at it, wondering what was within. Rief came back to him. “What?” she asked. “You want to go inside? Alright,” she said with a shrug, and pulled open the door.
 


 Alec looked into a long, narrow dark room, with two lit candles on an altar at the far end. “Are you a follower of Boolt?” she asked. “He’s one of the family’s main gods. You’ll fit in well. Do you want to go in?”
 


 Alec shuddered, and pulled the door shut. “You don’t follow Boolt? Raigg? Artem?” Rief guessed, as Alec shook his head with each name. “Who then?” she asked.
 


 Alec made the motion of the cross, not expecting any reaction. “The slaves’ god?” she whispered. “You worship Jesus and the Father?” He nodded in astonishment, as she grasped both his hands. “Don’t let the family know, at least not yet.” she looked at him. “My mother was a strong believer, and she raised me in her religion, but I haven’t any great faith. The slaves have a small temple hidden in the basement, although I don’t want you to be caught there.”
 


 She was clearly shook by the revelation, but decided to proceed. They walked further and turned several corners, until Rief led them through the kitchen to a pantry. She looked over the shelves with a practiced eye, then selected a few items, handing them to Alec to hold. She finished by pulling two wineskins, looking at Alec, then putting one back and replacing it. “I suppose you want berry juice again?” she asked rhetorically, and led him out to the kitchen. Here’s to our future,” she said with a smile, and they toasted with their respective drinks. “Let’s go eat in the garden,” Rief suggested. “I know a little glen by the pond.” 

 


 A few minutes later they pushed through shrubbery to come to a small lawn hardly larger than a table cloth, next to a still pond. A fish jumped as they sat down, causing ripples to disrupt the full moon’s reflection on the water’s surface. “Here, try some of this salted ham,” she handed Alec a piece of meat. “Do you like it?” she asked. He nodded as he managed to chew the meat with difficulty, and she took a drink of her wine. “How about this lime fruit, do you like it?” Alec puckered at the taste, and shook his head. “I can tell,” Rief laughed. “This bread?” she gave Alec a bite of a thick, bread with nut fragments embedded in it. He nodded, and she took another drink.
 


 “You have made this day the best day of my life, healer. Thank you so much. I promise you I will do everything I can to make your life good,” she told him as she lay back on the grass. “When today began and I had to carry Cander’s pothorn, I thought it would be a long, dreary day. And then when we picked you up, you didn’t come along at first, and you didn’t seem to know what was going on. I thought you were going to be just another load for me to carry, especially when Marjet slapped me; they really don’t do that often in this clan, you know?” She paused. “But then everything went right from then on – you healed me, you let me use you to maneuver away from Cander, and then that fight at the promenade!
 


 “I’ve seen some fights, but never anything like what you did! Those Canare goons didn’t know what hit them! You know,” she rolled over on her side, her head propped on her fist, “if the clan leader had seen you fight like that, I think he might have made you a blood member of the clan right on the spot!” She turned onto her back again. “Or else he would have put you in chains and shipped you far away as a possible menace.”
 


 “I can’t believe you fought to save a slave! No one else would have done that in those circumstances! You should never put yourself in danger on my account, ever again,” she said with a commanding voice. “Lord, what an adventure this is going to be!” Alec could tell that the wine had gone to her head, as she rambled from one topic to the next. “Did you get those scars fighting in a duel?” she asked. “Oh, I wish you could tell me more about yourself.”
 


 “Do you really know anything about our clan?” she asked, turning her head to look at Alec again.
 


 He shook his head no. “I didn’t think so. You are such a mystery. Oh, if only you could talk!” she exclaimed again.
 


 Alec examined her with his health vision. She had drunk far too much wine this evening. She would be sick soon, he could tell. He could reach out and heal her, but better to let her experience some of the unpleasant results of that, he concluded with a grim internal smile. He knew it had cured him of any taste for alcohol.
 


 “A personal extension has some rights you know,” she was babbling now. “I don’t have to share your bed if I don’t want to.” His eyes widened at the sudden change in topic. “Oh but don’t worry healer, tonight I’ll do anything!” and with that she suddenly turned away from him and began to retch. Alec placed his arms around her midriff and raised her off the ground as she emptied her stomach of its contents for several minutes, then passed out.
 


 He laid her on her back and looked at her. She was a mess, and he didn’t want to take her back into the mansion in such a condition if they might be seen. He looked at the pond speculatively. He stood up, pulled off his robe, then stepped into the water. Right off the bank the water came up to his waist – the perfect depth for his needs. He pulled Rief forward, then slid her into the pleasantly cool water. She started to sway, and moaned, but didn’t regain consciousness as he splashed the water across the front of her robe, and wiped her face, cleaning her up. With his task done, he lugged her back on shore, than got out of the water and wiped as much off himself as possible before pulling his dry robe back on.
 


 With a grunt, Alec hoisted Rief over his good shoulder, and abandoned the food and drinks to push through the shrubbery on his way back to the house. He realized immediately that having followed Rief on the way out, he had no idea how to get back to the house. Looking around, he saw the twinkle of candlelight at some distance, and started moving towards it. Fortunately, it was the Indige mansion, and soon he was on the stone patio.
 


 If he could get back to the main entry hall, he thought he could find his way back to his own room. Taking a deep breath, he entered the back of the house, and began wandering inward. He came to a closed door that was framed by bright light behind it, and without thought he opened the door and walked in. He had found the main entry hall; and he had found it full of people!
 


 Several eyes turned to stare at the new entrants, including Marjet. Alec smiled weakly. “You’re quite a fast worker, healer!” his voice boomed throughout the room. “Already having some fun with your new personal extension, I see!” and the room filled with coarse laughter. Alec was embarrassed by the assumptions he saw in everyone’s eyes, but he was helpless to rebut it. Feeling sure of his directions now, he walked to a hallway on the right and quickly left the room. Minutes later he found his own room, and entered, giving a sigh of relief.
 


 Because Rief was still damp, he placed her on the floor, then looked through the closets and drawers until he found towels. He picked her up and carried her into the bedroom, where he undressed her, toweled her dry, and tucked her into bed. He draped her wet robe outside over the balcony railing to dry, then shut the bedroom door as he returned to the outer room of his suite.
 


 Alec plopped down on the sofa, exhausted. His mind was racing with thoughts. This world was so different from the Dominion. The idea of slavery, the presence of temples to other gods, the monstrous creature he had seen at the parade, the feuding clans – all were completely foreign to his experience. He had no desire to see any of them introduced into the Dominion, especially through invasion and conquest. What did John Mark intend for him to see in this land? With all those unresolved issues to think about, Alec laid lengthwise on the sofa, and fell asleep.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 23 – The Emperor’s Palace
 

 


 


 Alec awoke the next morning to the sound of voices walking in the hallway outside his room. He lay in semi-somnolence, feeling the fabric of the sofa he was laying on, not realizing where he was. He was awakening from a dream in which Bethany had been his slave, and was preparing a bath of hot water for him, but he was afraid he was really a lobster about to be boiled. Suddenly he realized where he was, and he sat upright. He looked around wildly, but everything was calm and quiet, and he was truly in a luxurious mansion in a land of exotic ways and danger. Standing up, he quietly looked into the bedroom, where Rief still lay under the sheet, fast asleep.
 


 He sat down on the side of the bed, and gently poked her shoulder. She opened and shut her eyes twice, then opened them and looked up directly at him. He saw the outline of her hand feeling her body beneath the sheet, and shock was written on her face. She clamped an arm over the sheet to cover her torso and sat up abruptly, then moaned as her head exploded in the pain of a hung-over headache, and she placed her free hand on her forehead.
 


 Just then there was a light tap at the bedroom door, and a maid looked in. “No one answered the main door. Do you need anything?” she asked without any display of surprise at the tableau she saw. Alec shook his head no, and the lady left.
 


 “”Oh what will they think now?” Rief moaned. “I feel terrible,” she added. Alec took pity on her, and placed his hand under the covers on her belly.
 


 “No, not now, please, healer, I can’t... Oh!” her tone changed abruptly as Alec sent waves of healing energies into her body, removing the discomfort and healing the damage she had done to herself.
 


 “You are so kind,” she said as her hand gently removed his. “But remember what I told you. No one can know about that.” She looked at him with affection, and then blushed. “I don’t remember much of anything from last night, and now here I am naked in your bed. I’m not really that kind of girl.”
 


 Alec grinned at her discomfort, then shook his head and held his hands out in front of him in a stopping motion. “We didn’t?” Rief asked with relief, and Alec emphatically shook his head no. He stood up, and went out on the balcony, where he retrieved the still slightly damp robe, and handed it to Rief, then walked out into the outer room and waited.
 


 A minute later the sound of flowing water came from the necessary room, and Reif came out. She took his hand in hers. “Thank you, my lord. You are a good man.
 


 “I’ll go to my quarters and bring my things here, if you wish me to live with you in this suite,” she said in a careful tone. Alec tried to guess what the implications were of such a step. He held his hands open in uncertainty. “If I move in here, I’ll always be available to serve you, and to speak for you, maybe more importantly. On the other hand, people will assume we are sharing a bed, but they’ll think that anyway after the maid just saw me naked in your bed. And no noble women will think you are suitable as a mate if they believe you regularly consort with a slave, though I don’t know whether you seek a noble woman or not.”
 


 Alec concluded she was right, and he realized he wanted to keep her companionship, the only thing so far that brought him comfort in this land He nodded his head and motioned for her to go. “Would you like some breakfast as well?”
 


 Alec’s stomach growled loudly, and Rief laughed out loud. “I’ll bring some food back as well,” she said as she went out the door. She soon returned with a large crate of clothes, and another slave bearing additional items, and a third person carrying a tray of food. Both aides stood and stared at Alec, as Rief began to put things aside. “Move along now; it’s not the zoo!” she ordered
 


 “You’re apparently the most discussed man in the court of the Michian Empire of the All-Powerful Lord, according to the rumors the slaves in the produce market heard this morning,” Rief told him excitedly as soon as the door was closed. She opened the tray and laid the food out on the table, then sat down beside him on the sofa and they began to eat. “Reast called a conclave for this morning. If you hurry, you can join them before they start,” she said after a couple of bites. “Here bring your cup of juice and let’s go.”
 


 She led Alec through a maze of halls into a new wing of the mansion. “Here,” she stopped before a set of double doors. “I’ll wait out here if you need me.”
 


 Alec hesitated at the door, and looked back at Rief, who made a brushing motion with her hands to urge him on. He took a breath, opened the door, and walked into the room. The interior of the room was darkened, and his eyes took moments to adjust. As they did, he heard spontaneous applause. “Healer!” Reast called, “your timing is impeccable!” Alec could see nearly three dozen men sitting at rows of tables, all facing him.
 


 “Incredibly enough, despite the Canare success in the parade yesterday, our good healer’s exploits last night, at least the public ones,” there was a round of laughter and chuckles, “became the topic of discussion reaching up to the emperor’s own ears!” Reast told the conclave. “Alexander is reported to have said that he wants warriors to lead the next wave of the invasion, warriors like Indige has!
 


 “We can capture the honor of following the emperor’s elite shock troops into the new lands. You all know what that will mean – riches, new territories, and new titles in the Commonwealth!” Reast said with excitement. “Tomorrow will be the tournament, the day after that we will watch the last of the shock troops depart, and the day after that the emperor will announce who goes next.”
 


 “Tomorrow at the tournament, we know we can beat Emeral and Canare in jousting. We can beat Scarle in archery. Can we beat Canare in fencing?” Reast asked. He looked at Alec. “Healer, you apparently handled the knives well last night. Are you good with the big blades as well?”
 


 All eyes were on Alec, and he felt frozen, paralyzed with indecision. Did he want to do this, to become a champion of this clan in this land? He motioned towards the door. “What?” Reast asked. Alec opened the door and motioned to Rief, who was sitting on the floor.
 


 She came to the door, and stopped. “I can’t come in there. What do you want?” she asked. Alec motioned from her to Reast, and back.
 


 “We have asked him whether he can perform well in the fencing tournament tomorrow,” Reast explained to Rief.
 


 Healer, I saw how fast your hands were with those knives. You can do this. You can help the clan,” Rief urged in a low voice.
 


 Reast listened to her comments. “So healer, will you accept your extension’s judgment?”
 


 Alec felt regret, but nodded agreement with his eyes closed.
 


 “The healer will be entered on our behalf tomorrow!” Reast turned and addressed the conclave. “We’ll need to introduce him to the emperor’s court this afternoon, and we’ll need to equip him. Cander,” Reast called on his son, “you take him to the armory and get him outfitted this morning.
 


 “Now, assuming we win the tournament, and assuming the emperor chooses us to go next, we’ll have to call in the pledges, tributes and vassals from Toupe and surrounding territories to be ready to take on our role in the invasion. We won’t have a restorer available for sending word back to Toupe for three days at best. Marjet, I’d like for you to put a messenger on a horse and send him back home to give folks advance notice to be prepared. We’ll send a restorer to confirm or deny the plan,” Reast explained.
 


 Alec looked at Rief, and left the doorway to go sit in the conclave. The atmosphere was cheerful, as the leaders of the Indige clan felt confident of their chances to win and advance in the politics of clans in the court. Reast moved the conversation along to other topics, reviewing the crops and business dealings of the clan as well as the court intrigue. Alec listened politely, but without knowledge of the society it made little sense to him, and he longed for Rief to explain things.
 


 Reast dismissed the meeting, and Cander came over to Alec. “Let’s head over to the armory and get your kit prepared,” he said. He seemed less friendly than the day before, but not hostile.
 


 They headed out the double doors in the midst of the exodus, several members unknown to Alec patting his back or arm in a friendly manner. Rief was standing, waiting for him, but Cander grabbed his arm and hustled him along past her. “Healer, where are you going?” she called out, and Alec stopped abruptly, causing Cander to stop as well.
 


 “The clan leader instructed me to take the healer to the armory to be outfitted,” Cander said in a neutral tone. A whiff of jealousy drifted into Alec’s consciousness. “You can go back to the bedroom and wait for him.” 

 


 Rief stepped back, stunned by the unprovoked sneer. Alec too stepped back.
 


 “I’m kidding,” Cander said, realizing he had gone too far. “We all saw you passed out last night, so I meant you probably need more sleep.”
 


 Rief looked at Alec, unaware of what Cander was discussing. Alec reluctantly gave a slight nod of his head. He reached his hand out to the side of Rief’s face in a gesture of comfort, but she jerked her head away. “I’ll wait here for your return,” she said, and turned her back to them.
 


 Cander and Alec resumed their trip. “Women, there’s no pleasing them, eh?” Cander weakly jested, but Alec was in no mood to be agreeable with him, and they walked on in silence until they entered a room that Alec found hauntingly familiar.
 


 Pads were on the wide open floor, and weapons were hanging from the walls. “Blades,” Cander called, and an elderly man walked out of an office. “Blades is our armorer,” Cander introduced him to Alec. “And this is the new healer, who needs a sword in time to participate in tomorrow’s tourney.”
 


 Blades looked at Alec. “Are you good with a blade?” Alec nodded with a shrug of his shoulders. “With those scars, I’d assumed you had some experience,” he said as he indicated the marks on Alec’s face. “I can’t customize a weapon for you in just a day, but we’ll find one that fits well enough. Do you want a long blade or short?”
 


 Alec stretched his hands apart to indicate the length he wanted. “That’s a blade of length. Do you have the strength to maneuver it?” Blades asked, and Alec nodded. The old man left abruptly and returned to his office, from which he emerged again with a long, slender blade.
 


 Alec took the metal, and held it in his right hand, both to disguise his left-handedness, and because of the injury on his left shoulder. He held the blade out in front of him, and put it through some basic motions. Although the blade was slenderer than he wanted, he was satisfied and he nodded in approval.
 


 “Leave it here, healer, and we’ll have a scabbard and practice padding prepared for you for tomorrow,” Cander said. “Let’s return you to that charming young lady now.”
 


 They walked back to the hallway outside the conclave room, where Rief sat alone on the floor, waiting for Alec. He bowed to Cander, and stepped over to Rief, who led him down a hallway, then suddenly grabbed his sleeve and darted down a narrow staircase, one evidently intended for the servants to use. “What happened last night?” she hissed at Alec. “I took you at your word that you were a gentleman. What was Cander talking about when he said everyone saw me passed out?”
 


 Alec felt a lump in the pit of his stomach, as he pondered how to explain the unfortunate situation that had occurred. He pointed at her to start. “Me? What about me?” she asked.
 


 Alec pantomimed a person getting sick, then closed his eyes and threw his head back as if passed out. “Yes, I know about that part last night. You don’t need to remind me,” she said curtly. Alec motioned as if splashing water on her, and wiping away her mess. “You cleaned me up? Thank you. So then what?” she continued to press. Alec bent low, and pretended to lift a load over his shoulder, then proceeded to walk in an exaggerated fashion, moving as if to open a door, and looking surprised.
 


 “You had to carry me back to the house, and you opened a door, and there you saw everyone? And they saw you, or us? Is that how it happened?” Rief asked, understanding dawning. Alec nodded vigorously, pleased with how readily Rief understood his awkward communication. “Oh healer, I’m sorry. I understand now. Leave it to Cander to make it sound worse than it was.” She led him back upstairs and to the laundry room. “We dropped off a robe for cleaning last night, and I’d like to have a nice new one prepared as well. The healer is going to be introduced at court this afternoon,” she told a girl in the laundry room who she seemed to know.
 


 A covey of women quickly surrounded the two. “You’re going to court? How exciting!” one matronly woman gushed. “We’ll have you in the finest robes in no time. How about some silk, Rief?” she suggested, ignoring Alec for the moment. “We have some left from the clan lady’s last gown.”
 


 Alec was quickly measured once again, and then led away by Rief. “We’ll feed you now, since you didn’t have much of your breakfast,” she told him over her shoulder, and soon they were seated at a table in the kitchen, enjoying fresh baked bread. “Should he be back here with us, or should he be out front in the dining room with the rest of the clan?” one serving man asked, but Rief assured him that Alec enjoyed being in the out-of-way places.
 


 They finished their meal, and when they returned to Alec’s room, they found four notes on the floor, slid under the door, each asking if the healer could meet a particular clan member to address a health issue. Alec grinned at the prospect of doing something positive. “When would you like to see these people?” Rief asked. Alec responded by picking up his medicine bag and holding the door open, making her laugh. She led him out and up a flight of stairs, to a hallway that was lined with doors, where they knocked on one.
 


 A maid answered the door, and they were soon talking to an elderly woman who was Reast’s aunt. Alec examined her with his health vision as she described the aches in her joints, then he carefully handled her fingers and bent them before pulling some supplies out of his bag. He cupped his hands, pretended to pour water in them, then made a drinking motion, looking at Rief to interpret. “Oh, I know! You did this yesterday. You want her to make a tea with this bark,” the girl said out loud, and Alec nodded. The matron thanked them for their visit, and they were on their way to the next visit.
 


 By the time they made all four visits and returned to their rooms, three more notes were under the door asking for medical assistance, and the silk robes were delivered as well. Alec stepped behind the screen to try on the robes when Rief went to answer a knock at the door. A messenger from Reast informed them that the trip to the emperor’s court would commence in an hour’s time
 


 “Oh healer, a day ago you weren’t even known to this clan, and now you’re about to be introduced as one of their champions at the emperor’s court! Does that seem like a dream to you?” Rief said with glowing enthusiasm. Or a nightmare, Alec thought to himself.
 


 Soon they were in a coach with Reast, Cander others, and Alec looked with amazement at the extravagance of the grounds and courtyard of the palace they were delivered to. “It’s your job to keep the healer close to me,” Reast said to Rief as they exited the coaches, and began to walk inside past a heavy contingent of guards at the palace entrance. Alec bowed many times as Reast introduced him to various people in the palace, and after a while they came to an interior courtyard. The large fountain in the center, the elegant plants, and graceful sculpture all combined to make the space formal and inviting, except for the prominent gibbets, from which four uniformed bodies hung in dismal tatters. Alec stopped in his tracks, looking at the intimidating sight.
 


 “Those were the first leaders of the emperors’ troops who began the invasion,” Reast explained. “There was some resistance by the locals that slowed everything down, actually stopped things, for several days. The locals somehow figured out how to assassinate the restorers, and murdered several all at once,” Reast explained casually. “The restorers are such a rare race that losing even one was a heavy blow to the emperor, let along several at once. That’s why so many of the clans have had to donate their animals for the time being to help make up the loss.”
 


 Alec considered the invasion, pleased that someone in the Dominion had put up an effective defense against this society. “Don’t look so grim, healer,” Reast said reassuringly. “When we lead the next phase of the invasion, we’ll be much more successful.”
 


 Their next notable stop was at the entry to a huge ballroom, the largest room Alec had ever seen. He stopped inside the doorway to gape at the height of the ceiling and the great distance to the far side, beyond forests of stone columns. “You look like a yokel, standing there with your jaw hanging open,” Rief said, as she tugged on his hand and they followed Reast into the center of the huge, milling crowd. Reast stopped to talk to several people along the way, his guards standing unobtrusively nearby.
 


 Suddenly, Alec saw Reast approaching a woman, and panic rose, his fear becoming a physical pain in his gut. The woman was Mooreen Locksfort. He foresaw trouble at the very least if he was recognized by the woman, who he had last seen escaping from Stronghold on the back of a restorer. Alec owed one of his facial scars to Mooreen, who had cruelly held him prisoner and tortured him in Stronghold when she had led the Locksfort trading family. Mooreen was wearing a dress of golden cloth, indicating to Alec that she must be part of the emperor’s own household.
 


 Alec turned and stepped away rapidly, finding one of the massive stone columns and stepping behind it. He peered around the column where Reast was speaking with Mooreen, while Rief’s head was swiveling from side to side, presumably looking for him. He saw Reast motion to Rief, who approached him with a bowed head. After a moment his head too swiveled around, then he turned back to Mooreen and spoke further, with a shrug. She nodded sympathetically, and moved on. Alec watched Reast bow, then turn to Rief and begin to speak in an urgent manner, displeasure clearly written on his face.
 


 Alec felt sorrow that Rief was taking the burden of blame for his disappearance, but he remained hidden for several minutes, watching the Indige contingent spread out to search for him, while Mooreen wandered out of sight through the crowd.
 


 When he felt safe, Alec slipped though the crowd back to Rief, and slipped his hand in hers. Startled, she turned and looked at him, then hugged him impulsively. “I didn’t know what happened to you, healer! I’m so glad you’re okay. Where did you go?” her voice changed with the last question. “Reast is furious with us,” she said in a low voice.
 


 Alec pointed in the direction of Reast and Cander, and the two walked quickly to rejoin the clan leader. “”Healer, we missed you. We’ll discuss that later,” he said in a bland tone. “Let’s go make some worthy introductions,” he said briskly, and led them towards the raised platform on the far side of the room. Along the way they met numerous people wearing gold clothes who Reast stopped to introduce to Alec, invariably saying in a modest tone that the clan would allow their healer to compete in the tournament, ever though he’d never fenced competitively before.
 


 “Cander, Rief, you stay here,” Reast said suddenly. “One of the emperor’s nieces is just ahead, and I’d like the healer to have one introduction directly in the imperial family. They say she’s his favorite.” He pulled Alec’s sleeve as the others stayed behind, Rief giving a wan smile to Alec, while Cander looked indignant.
 


 The crowd around the imperial niece was dense, but two Indige clan guards managed to jostle a way up to the front of the mass. “Clan leader, how kind of you to visit this afternoon,” the woman said with some breathing difficulty, recognizing Reast. Alec looked at the woman, who appeared to be about the age Leah had been back in Goldenfields, with bright red hair woven elegantly about the top of her head, and flowers deftly woven in. Her complexion was extremely pale, and looking at her Alec could tell that she was uncomfortable. He casually used his healing vision to examine her, and saw with alarm that she was suffering a heart attack.
 


 He was astonished at her forbearance; her self-discipline was extraordinary. There was evident pain in her left arm and chest, and he expected her to drop to the ground in pain at any moment. “You’ll excuse me, clan leader, I hope. I must attend to something just at the moment,” she said with difficulty, and Alec noticed her fist clenching and unclenching. She motioned to an attendant, whispered something in the lady’s ear, and in moments the lady told two attendant guards who began to hurriedly clear a way towards the exit.
 


 Alec tugged on Reast’s sleeve, although the man was clearly feeling snubbed by the hasty departure. As soon as Reast turned to him, Alec clutched his chest, then pointed at the niece, and clutched his chest again.
 


 “What, healer? What?” Reast could tell that Alec was trying to urgently communicate something. Alec pointed at the niece’s back again. “The niece, Waines?” Reast asked to clarify. Alec nodded vigorously, then clutched his chest and grimaced. “You think she is having chest pain?” Reast asked again, and Alec nodded confirmation. “Can you do something for her?” Reast at last grasped the situation, beginning to follow in the wake of the ill woman with Alec right at his side.
 


 They caught up with Waines just as she reached a door. “Princess, Princess Waines,” Reast called. “My clan healer is here with me. Would you like for him to assist you?”
 


 The ill woman continued on through the door, but her lady-in-waiting turned. “Is this him? Come with me,” she ordered without waiting for an answer. Reast propelled Alec forward, and the door immediately closed behind him, separating him from the people he knew.
 


 As soon as they were behind the closed door, Waines began to moan in pain. “Oh, it hurts! I cannot breathe,” she collapsed to the floor between her two guards, who knelt in their gold-trimmed uniforms to attend to her. Alec could tell that her heart had stopped beating.
 


 Darting quickly, Alec grabbed for an herb, which he placed between her teeth. With his prop in place, Alec placed a hand on her shoulder and began to send a light stream of healing power into her chest, opening the constricted blood vessels, and he began pressing her chest, restarting her heart. The guards began to seize him, but he shook them off violently, and continued his efforts. He stopped and looked at her intently, examining her thoroughly once more. Her blood began to flow again, and the worst of the attack was passed.
 


 “What is it? What did you give her? Is she dying?” Alec heard the lady-in-waiting asking behind him, and then he heard the sound of several more feet arriving.
 


 Waines opened her eyes as her color began to improve. Alec pulled out more herbs, and pressed them into her mouth, then motioned for her to chew them. “I feel better, much better,” she murmured, then started chewing. Alec moved his own jaws in an imitation of chewing again, and she stoically kept pumping her jaws, until Alec stroked her throat.
 


 “What’s going on here?” a loud male voice called.
 


 “Do you want me to swallow?” Waines murmured at the same time, and Alec nodded, then placed his hand on her shoulder again and released more energy.
 


 “Move this Indige fellow,” the male voice said, and two sets of hands roughly pulled Alec backwards, which he did not resist this time, then they held him tightly.
 


 “Waines, help is on the way, dear,” Alec watched a tall man kneel beside his patient.
 


 Her lady-in-waiting was placing a pillow under Waines’ head, and had a blanket ready to spread over her, but she sat up gingerly, rubbing her right hand on her left arm.
 


 I’m alright. I feel as good as new already! The Indige healer made my pain go away instantly,” she said pointing at Alec.
 


 “That’s impossible! You were blue with approaching death just a minute ago,” one of her bodyguards exclaimed. “Forgive me, sire,” he added.
 


 The man stood up from Waines, and she raised a hand to be lifted up. “You can’t be fit to stand, or else this was all some strange prank of yours.”
 


 “Lift me, uncle, or I’ll tell everyone you refused me my request on my deathbed,” she shook her hand insistently, and her uncle pulled her up, into a hug of affection.
 


 “Miracle worker, come forward,” the man said as he twisted while still embracing his recovering niece, and the restraining hands released Alec. He suddenly realized that the man speaking to him must be the Emperor Alexander, and his knees grew weak as he stepped forward.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 24 – Honor for the Clan
 

 


 


 “Come with me. Bring him along,” the emperor told the group of guards and attendants that surrounded the tableau. “We’re going to the head table to make an announcement,” the emperor started to stride along a passageway, with Alec propelled up just behind him.
 


 “What is your name, healer?” the emperor asked over his shoulder.
 


 Alec looked at the guard next to him, opened his mouth, and pointed.
 


 “Sire,” the guard immediately said. “Your guest cannot speak, I’m afraid.”
 


 “Why? Has the cat got his tongue? He can feel free to speak to me when I ask him a question. Tell him,” the emperor said as they turned a corner.
 



I’m going to get tired of hearing about that cat, Alec thought to himself.
 


 “Sire,” the guard said delicately, “not to put too fine a point on it, but the healer boy doesn’t have a tongue.”
 


 The emperor stopped so abruptly that Alec bumped into him as he turned around. “Open your mouth,” he commanded, and Alec obeyed.
 


 “Did the Indige clan do this to you? Was this Reast’s work?” he asked.
 


 Alec shook his head vigorously.
 


 “Well, we need a name for you. Waines, what shall we name this miracle healer of yours?” the emperor asked.
 


 “I’ve got just the name for you, uncle,” she said with a grin, and whispered in his ear.
 


 “If you so desire, that’s what it’ll be,” the emperor said. To Alec it was clear that this niece was a special favorite of the emperor, just as Reast had thought.
 


 They were walking up a short set of steps now, and a fanfare of horns sounded dramatically. “Come along, healer,” Waines prompted.
 


 The group stopped behind a curtain, and as the horns finished their flourish, the emperor walked through the curtains, out of sight.
 


 There was a long period of sustained applause. After it died down, the emperor began to speak. “My friends, this was meant to be an evening of pleasure for you all as a traditional part of the festival, but moments ago, my niece, the princess Waines, was struck deathly ill while among you.
 


 “However, through the gracious intervention of Mosha, we have been allowed to retain Waines here on earth with us. Let me re-introduce my niece, Waines!” he called out, and the princess promptly pushed through the opening in the curtain as well, her hands high above her head.
 


 More thunderous applause erupted from the crowd. “Thank you all,” Waines said loudly, although Alec was sure her voice could not carry throughout the hall. “I give thanks to the gods for their kindness in sending a savior to me this evening. In celebration of this, I ask my uncle to add an extra day of festivities for us all to enjoy. Uncle, will you?”
 


 The crowd began to shout enthusiastically, if incoherently, until the emperor replied. “There will be an extra day, for all to enjoy, with a special prize I’ll award to the grand champion of the tournament!
 


 “But before that, let us recognize the hero of the evening, who has made this celebration possible. Healer, come forth!” the emperor called, and someone thrust Alec forward vigorously through the curtain.
 


 For three seconds his face was enshrouded in the curtain material, deep red and heavy, then abruptly Alec was free of the tangles, and he was aware of a huge crowd of thousands of faces looking up at the stage, as he stumbled towards Waines and the emperor.
 


 “Indige clan brought their healer among us tonight, and how fortunate we are they did! Of course, we all know Reast – clan leader, are you still among us?” the emperor called. A smattering of cheers came from a distant corner.
 


 “So Reast has left already, eh?” the emperor said, and the crowd gave a nervous wave of laughter. “Well, we trust this member of his clan to be a faithful servant of the emperor. To show our trust, Indige, I give you this,” the emperor pulled out his own ornate, jewel-laden belt dagger, and placed it in Alec’s hand. “I know that I can stand here next to you and not fear that your blade will hurt me, or any member of my family.
 


 “Now, as we’ve noted,” the emperor re-assumed his authoritative voice, “Reast has a healer who has no tongue, or as far as I know doesn’t even have a name. So tonight we give the healer a name, one that he will proudly live with forever.
 


 “Our friends from the northern barbarians’ land, the Dominion as it styles itself, tell us that there is no king currently on the throne there. The last known member of their ruling clan, the Tarnum clan, died on the throne. So we will give our healer the name of Tarnum. And when we occupy their land we will tear their throne apart, but give the seat to Indige, and this healer will be able to sit on their throne, another Tarnum on their throne!”
 


 The crowd in the hall went wild with jeering, derisive celebration.
 


 “Healer, we will send you in our own carriage back to your clan’s home tonight, so that you may be the one to deliver to them the joy of learning this gift. You have certainly given us all joy tonight through your great works,” the emperor said.
 


 However, Alec did not hear the emperor’s words or the celebration or the emperor’s mark of honor. His mind had seized up at the emperor’s strange display of knowledge about the Dominion, and then his heart had stopped when the emperor had named him a member of the house of Tarnum. The intended mockery and sarcasm had a pounding impact on Alec. He imagined he again saw the ghosts of Enguerrand and Gildevny standing before him, but they were looking at him with a beseeching look. He knew they were angry and anguished by the slander of their name, and by the threat of the destruction of their homeland.
 


 “Tarnum, healer, come this way,” a voice spoke as a hand tugged on his sleeve. He awoke from his reverie, and realized that Waines was trying to lead him off the stage. He shook his head to clear it, and complied with her direction. He stuck the gorgeous dagger into his belt as he walked behind the curtain.
 


 “Here Tarnum, this is my own gift to you,” Waines said, and she placed a small, heavy bag into Alec’s hand. “Spend this all on yourself, and indulge in whatever happiness you can buy yourself. I look forward to seeing you back at court again soon and often.” She ruffled her hand in his hair kindly, then turned and walked with her entourage along a passage.
 


 Alec stood by himself in the space behind the stage curtain, still shocked by the events of the past minute and uncertain of what to do next.
 


 “This way Tarnum,” a man’s voice said, and a large mature man tapped Alec on the shoulder. “The emperor has asked me to see you to your carriage so that you may go home. And here,” he handed Alec a piece of paper, “since you cannot speak for yourself, the emperor has signed this note explaining what he has done for you, so that you may tell your clan of the glory you have earned.”
 


 The man turned and Alec followed him to a doorway, which opened into the grand hallway, still thronged with people attending the evening event. Alec followed his guide through the crowd, receiving backslaps and praise along the way from people they passed, people he did not know at all. At last they came to the entrance, and as Alec stepped out of the warm air of the hall into the less warm air of the evening, he stood at the top of the steps and saw a white and golden carriage, with guards standing at each corner of the frame, waiting with its four horses in front and the door held open.
 


 “There is your ride sir, and thank you for your timely aid this evening. Your fortune is on the rise,” his guide said, and he bowed.
 


 Alec bowed in return, then stepped down to the carriage and climbed in.
 


 The coach driver gave a whistle and shook the reins and the horses stepped briskly away from the palace, taking Alec back to the mansion of the Indige clan.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 25 – Rescuing Rief
 

 


 


 Alec stepped down from the carriage as it came to a stop in front of the clan home. From every window he could see faces watching the startling appearance of the imperial coach. Alec turned and waved to the coach driver, then walked up to the door.
 


 The door swung open as he reached the top step, and a pair of servants awaited him. “Good land, healer! You’re in the emperor’s own carriage. We’ve never seen it here at the clan home before. You’ve brought us such honor!”
 


 Alec bowed, and looked around. He wanted to show Rief and Reast the note from the emperor.
 


 “Who do you need?” one of the men asked, seeing Alec’s searching glance.
 


 “Your personal extension,” the other man said, then halted.
 


 Alec nodded vigorously.
 


 “My lord, there is a problem,” the man said.
 


 “Let’s hurry; maybe we can stop it!” the first servant said urgently.
 


 The two men turned and began to run. “Follow us, my lord,” they cried as they entered the hallway. Alec sprinted after them, sensing their panic, as they turned, turned again, then went down a flight of stairs into a dark, unfinished part of the home.
 


 Alec heard a cry of pain, and knew the voice was Rief’s. He pushed the two servants aside and ran to the doorway where the noise emanated from. He pressed his shoulder against the door and stormed in, urgently seeking Rief in these glooming surroundings.
 


 The room was a tableau, with several men on one side, including one who was raising a sinister whip above his head. On the other side Rief was tied to a ring in the wall. The back of her robe was torn and bloody.
 


 Alec engaged his warrior ingenaire energies, pulled the emperor’s dagger from his belt and threw it through the air. It sliced through the leathery whip as the painful tail snaked through the air towards Rief. The length of the lash fell harmlessly to the ground, while the man with the whip stumbled forward, his momentum disturbed.
 


 The room was silent for moments, other than Rief’s sob of pain. She turned her head to look over her shoulder. “Healer! Oh, healer,” she said, and she began to cry.
 


 Alec walked into the room and picked up the knife, which had smacked into the far wall after slicing the lash. He stuck it in his belt, and faced the half dozen men in the room, determination and anger on his face.
 


 “Healer, I hope you have something extraordinary that can save you. Your effrontery in this clan duty is unacceptable. Your personal extension gravely failed to serve the clan tonight, and she is being punished appropriately,” Reast growled.
 


 The torturer, the man who had wielded the whip, faced Alec with hatred on his face, and he pulled a club off the wall.
 


 Alec stepped forward, grabbed the emperor’s note, and shoved it at Reast. At his sudden action the torturer began to swing his club at Alec’s head. Still holding his warrior powers, Alec ducked swiftly and exploded a powerful punch into his attacker’s midriff. The man collapsed to the floor, and Alec stepped over him.
 


Alec picked up his knife and held it high over his head, showing it to those in the room.  “Is that the emperor’s knife?” one clan member whispered. 


            Alec nodded, and turned towards Rief. 


            Just then, another servant burst into the room.  “You won’t believe it! The healer just arrived in the emperor’s own carriage! He, oh…” the servant said, recognizing that Alec was already in the room. 


            Reast had finished reading the note Alec had shoved at him.  Alec walked over to Rief, and used the emperor’s knife to slash the bindings that held her to the wall.  He was furious, and his anger threatened to boil over. Carefully, he placed his arms around her, and felt her body convulse in a silent sob. 


            His anger flared higher, and turning towards Reast, he raised his fist and shook it. 


            “Healer, it appears that you have gained great glory for our clan this evening,” Reast began.  “Let us all make peace and celebrate what you have done.” 


            Too angry to accept the unspoken apology, angrier than he could ever remember feeling before, Alec Pulled out the dagger again and threw it at a spot half an inch from Reast’s ear. The blade stuck in the wooden paneling where he aimed, pinning a few strands of hair to the wall. Alec moved without responding further, taking Rief with him out of the room, and through the hallways away from the nasty scene.  He walked for several minutes without thinking, wandering at random turns in the halls 



“Would you like to go anywhere particular healer, maybe our room?” Rief asked softly after they had walked for a while. 



Alec stopped and looked at her, still furious at the injustice done to her.  He realized he had done nothing to help relieve her pain yet.  He quickly dropped his warrior powers, then took a deep breath and used his healing powers to heal much of the injury to Rief’s back. 



“Oh healer, thank you,” the girl said.  “Let’s go to the room.  Follow me.” 



Alec fell in step behind Rief, dropping his healer powers and re-engaging his warrior powers in his current state of profound distrust for the Indige clan.  Rief led them upstairs, and as they entered new halls with other people, Alec found himself being hailed as a hero by those who had seen or heard about his arrival in the emperor’s coach.  Rief stopped several times, listening to the praise, and allowing the others to shake his hand or pat his shoulder. 



When they reached the door to Alec’s room, they went inside, and Alec slammed the door shut behind him.  Rief turned around and looked at him. 



“Thank you healer, for your great kindness tonight.  You are the best of men,” she said. 



“I apologize for all this happening.  It sounds as though this should be the best night of your life, and instead you are quarreling with the clan leader, on my account.  A slave should never cause so much trouble for a master,” she bowed her head, then looked up with tears in her eyes. 



Alec held his arms open wide, and Rief came to him.  How unfair that she feels guilty because I ran away from meeting Mooreen, he thought.  There was a knock on the door, and Marjet opened the door as Alec and Rief embraced.  “Healer, the clan leader would like an opportunity to meet with you to clear up and apologize for events this evening,” he said.  “Would you come with me?” 



Alec broke his hug with Rief, looked at Marjet, and nodded.  He motioned to Rief, indicating her tattered robe, and pointed to the changing screen, demonstrating, he hoped, that he wanted her to change and to come with him. 



“What is he saying, extension?” Marjet asked. 



“I think he wants me to change robes,” Rief guessed, as Alec nodded in response.  “And then do you want me to go with you to see the clan leader?”  Alec nodded again. 



Alec ushered Marjet out into the hallway while Rief changed her clothes.  “Healer,” Marjet said as they stood in the hallway.  “The clan leader truly seeks your good will.  He perhaps acted hastily towards your personal extension, but he will gladly agree to see that she is not harmed again. 



“You have been with us now for a day and a half, and already you have raised our clan’s profile with the emperor higher than anyone in twenty years,” Marjet said.  “If you can cooperate with the clan leader, he will give you great glory.  Trust him.” 



The door opened, and Rief appeared.  Marjet led the way, and they walked through the halls until they returned to the entry hall, where they went upstairs, someplace Alec had only visited as a physician meeting clan members as patients.  Marjet led them to a door with a guard standing in front, and when they entered, Reast was seated on a low sofa alone with one other guard in the room.  “Thank you Marjet,” he dismissed his cousin.  “Please have a seat,” he motioned for both of them to join him on the spacious sofa. 



“I rarely invite clan members to our quarters.  A man should have someplace where he can escape his duties, I think,” Reast began.  “But it is more than ordinary clan matters that we should discuss, healer, Tarnum, as the emperor has named you.”  Reast held out the jeweled dagger for Alec to take.  “I truly believe, after seeing you, that you knew you could throw your blade that close to me without hitting me.  Is that right?” he asked. 



Alec nodded. 



“Where do you come from, Tarnum?  How can someone as young as you show up from nowhere, with the great talents you have?” Reast asked.  “Can you write?  Can you tell me something about yourself?”  Alec shook his head negatively. 



“I’m sorry to know that.  I am about to propose that our clan place a great deal of confidence in someone who we’ve only known less than two days.  Is that crazy?” the clan leader asked with an infectious grin. 



Alec grinned and nodded, feeling more comfortable; he recognized that the clan leader displayed a charming personality when he wanted to, and he suspected it was a part of his success as a leader.  “I would have said so too, clan leader, but this one, he is so very different from the rest of us,” Rief spoke up for the first time.  “I trust him with my life already.” 



Alec looked at her gratefully.  “It’s true, healer,” she confirmed.


“Personal extension, I will apologize to you here and now.  You must know what it means for a clan leader to say that to a slave.  But if Tarnum wants you to be treated as well as he seems, I will accept that,” Reast paused for a moment, “provided he helps finish the very little bit of work I think is left for him to carry out in order for our house to have the glory of being the first clan in the invasion.”



 


 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 26 – The Tournament Begins
 

 


 


 Alec looked at Reast, waiting to hear what the rest of the bargain would turn out to be.
 


 “If you can win your fencing tournament for us, the emperor will surely award the leadership of the invasion to our clan,” Reast explained. “I’m confident in your ability to win.”
 


 “What else does the healer receive?” Rief asked.
 


 “Tarnum,” Reast corrected.
 


 “What’s that?” Rief asked.
 


 “The emperor gave our healer a name. He is now known as Tarnum, as the emperor decrees,” Reast explained.
 


 “What does Tarnum receive for his extraordinary service to the clan?” Rief re-stated her question.
 


 “What does he want?” Reast asked mildly.
 


 Alec could tell from his tone that he did not wish to be bargained with, but Rief persisted in being Alec’s advocate. “Will he be a full clan member, of the family, with every right?”
 


 “Yes, we will make Tarnum a full member of the clan,” Reast agreed.
 


 “Will he be given a family suite upstairs?” Rief asked.
 


 Reast paused, perhaps considering what was available. “Yes, we will find a family suite for him.”
 


 “May he have his own personal chef in the kitchen?” Rief queried again.
 


 “That’s out of…,” Reast started to snap, before he saw the grin on Rief’s face. “Ah, you do have a personality too! No wonder Tarnum values you. I can see now why Cander is so disappointed to have lost you.”
 


 Rief did not react to that statement, as Alec filed it away.
 


 “There may be other items the healer will consider, but that seems like a sound beginning,” Rief responded.
 


 “Good. Then we can expect to all work together to serve the clan,” Reast said, holding out a hand to shake on the agreement.
 


 Alec extended his hand and shook.
 


 “Tomorrow morning you shall go to the armorer’s to pick up the sword he has prepared for you. In the afternoon, you shall go to the tournament grounds, and begin your battles. Cander tells me that your registration was filed this morning before any of us had seen your abilities in person, so you will not be placed among the class of the best fighters from the clans and others. Your toughest competition may come early,” Reast said.
 


 “He will be prepared and will be your champion,” Rief responded. “Is there anything else we can do clan leader?”
 


 “No, I think we have an understanding. You two may leave, and I will see you tomorrow at the tournament,” Reast said, and he motioned for the guard to open the door.
 


 Alec and Rief walked back to their room without speaking, but as soon as the door was closed, Rief burst out gleefully. “You are going to have this clan eating out of your hand! I know you can win the tournament.
 


 “What did you do for the emperor? He gave you the use of his coach, he gave you his dagger, and he gave you a name?! You might as well move into the imperial household!
 


 “I am fond of calling you healer though. May I still call you that?” she asked Alec.
 


 He gave a warm smile and nodded, but abruptly yawned, growing tired from the day full of events.
 


 “It’s time to go to bed, I agree. You tell me arrangements, since I forced the issue last night,” Rief said with a slightly nervous smile. He walked to the bedroom door and held it open, then motioned for her to use the room. As she passed him without comment, he pulled the door closed behind her, then went to lay down on the sofa, as he had done the night before.
 


 Seconds later the door opened, and Rief peeked out. “Oh for heaven’s sakes!” she cried with exasperation. “You can’t sleep on the sofa while I sleep in the bed! You take the bed, and I’ll take the sofa.” Alec shook his head negatively.
 


 “You don’t have to be so noble,” Rief told him. She looked back into the bedroom. “I know you don’t intend to sleep with me, but the bed is really large enough that you can sleep on one side and I’ll sleep on the other, and there won’t be any problems. Come look and see,” she said pointing into the room.
 


 Alec came to stand beside her, looking into the room. He agreed the bed was large enough to suit their needs, but he struggled with the real feelings he had developed towards this bright, personable girl. Making a quick decision, he gave a shrug and stepped forward, sitting down on one side of the bed. He watched Rief close the door and walk around to the other side. There was a rustle of clothes. “Good night healer,” Rief said. “You are such a good man. I hope I can always help you.” Lying down with his back to her, he reached out his hand and patted her head, then kept to himself as he lay silent and nervous for several minutes before he drifted off to sleep.
 


 The next morning Alec found that Rief has risen before him and had brought a tray of food back to their suite for breakfast. “Pick what you want. I brought a little bit of everything the kitchen had prepared,” she told him. She sat down as he did, and they began to nibble. “After we’re done, we can go to the armory and get your things. We can go to the tournament early if you like, though we have precious little money to spend at the moment. I should have asked the clan leader for some last night.”
 


 Her comment prompted Alec’s memory. He placed a hand on her arm for a second, then reached into his bag of medical supplies, and pulled out the purse princess Waines had given him the night before. He handed it over to Rief. She opened the bag and poured out several bright gold coins into the palm of her hand. “Healer! We could buy two of everything with all this money! Is this something else from the emperor?”
 


Alec nodded his head even as he wavered his hand to equivocate.
 


 “Would you like to go to the tournament, or do some shopping elsewhere?” Rief asked excitedly. Alec thought about his need to purchase some new medicinal herbs after healing members of the clan, and nodded yes. “We’ll get a carriage, if any are to be had. Or we could just ride a horse, if you know how. Do you know how? Could one horse carry us both?” Alec nodded an affirmation, and they left the scrapes of their meal to begin their day.
 


 The first stop at the armory was uneventful. “Here’s the sword, as we discussed,” the armorer said. “And here’s some padding, although I don’t think you use padding in the emperor’s tournament, do you?” he asked in a tone that clearly indicated he knew that participants did not. Alec took the sheathed sword and its scabbard, and belted them on, the first time he had worn a sword since arriving in the empire.
 


 “It looks good on you. You wear it well,” the armorer told him.
 


 “And with the dagger too you look positively dangerous!” Rief grinned.
 


 Alec and Rief left the armory and next wandered to the stables, located far behind the mansion. Alec immediately began to look closely at the animals while Rief went to find a stablehand to talk to. Alec found a strong animal that he was sure would easily carry both he and Rief.
 


 “She’s a beautiful animal, that girl is. You’ve got a good eye for horses,” Alec heard a voice behind him, and turned to see Rief with the stablehand. “But she is only for the clan leader’s wife, so you’ll need to find another. How about this one over here?” the man led them to a nearby stall. Alec inspected the horse, who he thought was suitable, and nodded.
 


 “We’ll take that one, if you’ll saddle it for us,” Rief said, and the stablehand led the animal to the front of the building.
 


 “So do you know horses?” Rief asked Alec rhetorically as they walked forward as well. Minutes later, Alec pulled Rief up behind him, and they left the clan grounds, riding into the city.
 


 “What do you want to shop for, healer?” Rief asked him as they cantered along the road. Alec opened up his supply bag and pulled out some of his herbs.
 


 “You want to go shopping for plants? You’ve got gold – you could buy jewels, or your own horse, or fine tapestries, or silk clothes, and all you want is roots and stems? You have just officially dropped down into the ‘disappointing’ category, healer,” Rief spoke in his ear, but then she leaned against him affectionately for a minute. “Alright, if it’s such that you want, we’ll go to the farmers market. Go right up ahead, and we’ll come to a large square. We’ll go past many fine stores with respectable wares, and then there will be another square where the farmers market is located. My mother used to take me there when I was young.”
 


 Alec followed her directions, but as they passed the fine stores, he paused in front of many at Rief’s direction as she pointed at elegant items, but in each case Alec simply shook his head, then rode on by, teasing her to the point that she punched his ribs repeatedly. “How can a man who doesn’t talk manage to make me so mad?’ she asked in exasperation.
 


 When they arrived at the farmers market, Alec tied the horse to a rail, then led Rief around the perimeter of the square, stopping at several stalls to inquire about prices for several items. Many plants were foreign to him, never before seen in the Dominion, but his imprinted memory identified them and the particular medicinal values they might hold. They continued to buy materials to the degree that Alec eventually bought a second bag, and began to put specimens in it as well.
 


 “Healer, we need to go if we’re to reach the tournament in time,” Rief told him two hours later. They returned to the horse, placed the bags in their saddle bags, and rode away. Rief directed Alec towards the tournament grounds outside the city. Foot traffic, carriages and horses all grew more common as they approached the great fair where so many people were enjoying themselves. Alec wove through and around, until he found a corral where all the Indige horses were safely protected. “We may be here all day,” Rief informed the attendant, and then she led Alec away towards the ring where the fencing contests were held.
 


 “It’s not as popular as the jousting, but there’s still a pack of people who watch these matches,” Rief informed Alec. “The early matches are usually when the good fighters mop up the easy opponents, and then later this afternoon, the contests get evenly matched. By tonight when it’s down to the best of them, the benches will be packed with people watching. They’ll be watching you, I’m sure,” she told him as they came to the front of a large, oval stone structure.
 


 “This is the Indige healer, a contestant,” Rief told an official with a scroll.
 


 “He’s to go over there. He can leave the pads with you, sister. This is a real contest, you know,” he added.
 


 Rief looked at Alec, then back at the official. “He won’t wear the pads, but I’ll need to go with him. He can’t speak, so I’m here to interpret,” she said.
 


 “Aahh, we can’t do that,” the officer replied, standing a little straighter now. “You send him in. He’ll find his way, I’m sure.”
 


 Rief looked at Alec. “I’m sorry healer, you heard him. I’ll take a seat in the front row, and you can come to me if you need any help,” she tried to sound positive, although Alec could tell she was upset. He was less worried than she was, and as she leaned up to kiss his cheek he smiled at her, then turned and walked into the interior of the structure.
 


 Men of all sizes, and wearing all manner of colors were walking around inside the building, and soon Alec found another man who seemed to be running the situation. “You’re from Indige clan, obviously,” the man said. “Are you the one listed as the healer?” Alec nodded. “You’re cutting it close. Stand in pen two; you’ll be the fifth group out. The first is just leaving now,” he nodded his head towards a bright doorway, where the sunlight from the center ring contrasted sharply with the dim interior in which the warriors waited.
 


 Alec went to pen two, and found two other men waiting there, one in Canare’s yellow and one in Scarle’s bright red. He looked out the window and saw three men fighting each other in the center of a sandy pit, where a roped off ring narrowed the hundred foot wide field to a twenty five foot wide circle for combat. As Alec watched, one combatant dealt a severe slice to the ribs of another, who fell to the ground and crawled out of the circle while the remaining two circled each other warily for half a minute. Then the swordsman in orange and blue showed himself to be a very good warrior as he aggressively engaged and easily beat his opponent.
 


 He turned and saw the other two in his pen looking at him, weighing his ability as an opponent. One of them had to be the obvious expected champion of this round, though Alec wasn’t sure which it was. Scarle’s warrior murmured something in a low voice to Canare’s, who nodded briefly, and then they said no more.
 


 Alec turned again to watch the second match. Again, one person knocked out a second, and then the third knocked out that winner. Apparently there was a set order for how things were expected to go. Alec looked at his two opponents, both grown men with much more muscle and mass than he had, and he realized that he would be the expected first sacrifice.
 


 The third group battled, and then the fourth group was called out. “Pen two, you’re next. Do you have your chosen weapon for the day?” the official called out. The other two men from his pen pulled their swords from their scabbards, showed them to the official, who made a mark on them, then dispatched the warriors to the doorway. “This is your weapon for the day youngster,” the official told him with little attention as he marked the sword. “Go stand and wait.”
 


 The fourth group finished, and Alec’s group stepped out into the ring. The crowd gave a tepid round of welcoming applause, and looking around Alec saw that the upper tiers of benches, and many of the boxes, were empty. Rief was easily visible, the only Indige colors in the front row, and Alec waved to her as he approached the circle.
 


 “I’ll make it your foot if you want,” the Canare fighter said to Alec as he passed. “It’ll be enough to be honorable, but you won’t suffer permanent harm.”
 


 Alec realized he was offering to fix the fight. Alec shook his head negatively with vigor, and took his spot. “I offered him a chance,” Canare said to Scarle, and then the bell rang.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 27 – Battling in the Arena
 

 


 


 The Canare swordsman stepped confidently towards Alec. As the Scarle fighter hung back, the swordsman swung swiftly at Alec, who confidently parried and riposted, bringing a look of surprise to his opponent’s face. “Was that lucky or are you less hapless than most sacrifices?” the swordsman asked conversationally.
 


 Alec didn’t answer, as he was physically unable to, but for the moment his attention was wholly focused on his sword. It had felt and sounded terribly wrong upon contact. Another thrust by his opponent followed swiftly, and Alec lunged out of the way. He did not have his warrior ingenaire abilities engaged, and was fighting using the skills he had learned in uncounted hours of practice at Goldenfields and Oyster Bay. He followed with a wide swipe that clanged as it drove his opponent’s sword downward, and Alec sprang away.
 


 “You’re not an easy mark, are you?” Canare called. He approached Alec with more caution now, and Alec stared at him closely, judging how to respond. Suddenly Alec realized the Scarle warrior was entering the fray as he heard the faint scuffle of feet in the sand. Engaging his powers now, Alec fell flat on the ground, feeling Scarle’s sword scratch his shoulder and neck. Rolling three times, Alec moved to a new location, sprang up, and raced at Scarle, swinging high, low, high, and then thrusting at the man’s thigh. He felt light pain from the scratch in his back as he moved, but ignored it as he slid his blade into his opponent’s flesh. He pulled it immediately away after only piercing the skin a couple of inches, and stepped back to see what would happen.
 


 The Scarle warrior looked down in astonishment. “You think I’ll be the first one to leave with just a slice? Think again,” and he charged, just as Canare came around at Alec from his right. Swinging his sword in a figure eight, Alec engaged both his opponents in one motion, then rolled forward in a somersault between them, lancing out with his blade to slice Scarle’s ribs as he went. Abruptly, he felt his ingenaire powers flicker away, and he was back to fighting on the basis of his own skills, without time to ponder the loss of energy.
 


 Alec rose to his feet, took another stab at Scarle, pinking him in the right shoulder, then stepped back. The man dropped his sword in pain, then looked at Alec. He raised his hand in salute, and as he did, the Canare swordsman unexpectedly swung hard, aiming at the Scarle’s unprotected ribcage. Seeing the foul play, Alec dove forward, blocking Canare’s deadly thrust, but feeling his own sword shudder painfully as he did. Alec redirected the cheap thrust into the ground, but as he did so, his own sword snapped off just a foot above the hilt. Astonished, Alec stepped back and stared at the sword.
 


 The Scarle swordsman took advantage of his rescue to concede and limp rapidly away from the battle ring, and Alec stood with his stump of a sword, facing the highly confident Canare champion. “You may actually be the best of the three of us, Indige, but without a weapon you’re doomed to lose. And it’s not going to be a ceremonial cut to the foot this time either,” the man said viciously, his blood full of battle rage.
 


 Alec calmly stood still, realizing that he was going to have to take a chance and let the Canare swordsman very close to him in order to have a chance of defeating him. Alec stamped his foot hard and advanced a step, then stamped again, trying to rush the man to action. And without explanation, his warrior energies were restored and engaged.
 


 His tactic worked, as Canare came at him with his blade extended, seeking to ram his blade into Alec’s ribs. Using his powers to accelerate his reactions, Alec let the tip of the blade reach within a foot of his chest, then swung his broken shaft of metal abruptly upward, knocking the blade away. He swiftly pulled his blade back down, letting the jagged edge of metal score across his opponent’s face and chest, and checked the swing back up to cut the tendons in his right wrist, so that Canare dropped his sword before he could even raise his hand to his injured face.
 


 Alec stepped back three steps quickly, and his opponent fell to his knees, cradling his injured arm against his injured chest.
 


 Those who were present in the stands were standing on their feet cheering Alec’s accomplishment. Alec slowly walked out of the ring, then waved a hand in acknowledgment of the cheers as he walked back to the opening. Just before he entered the door he stopped and turned. He saw Rief, standing and clapping for him, and she waved as she saw his glance in her direction. He waved back, then walked in.
 


 “Tremendous display, young man! Terrific job. You were mislabeled a bit, weren’t you?” an official came up to him to say. “We’d schedule you as the winner in the next round, but without a weapon I don’t imagine you plan to go on.” Alec looked at him directly, and nodded his head. He held up his sword and shook it.
 


 “You want to move on? You’ll be a marked man,” the official offered him another chance to decline.
 


 Alec shrugged his shoulders.
 


 “Very well,” the man said with a sigh of resignation. “You’ve got quite a while until we move to the next round. Be back here in two hours.” Alec shook his hand, and walked away. He started to walk towards a quiet corner to inspect his weapon, but a stream of well-wishes kept coming up to him to congratulate him and to commiserate on the broken weapon. Realizing that he would have no peace among so many who were aware of and interested in what he’d done, Alec left the gladiators’ chambers and went into the stands, thinking as he walked. His powers had disappeared, then re-emerged. The timing had worked well this time, but troubled him. If it happened while he was facing a swinging weapon, the results could be catastrophic. It reminded him of the sudden, temporary loss of healing power he had suffered while treating his shoulder. Could it be something about Michian that disrupted the power? Not able to reach a conclusion, he finally reached his objective and plopped down by the startled Rief.
 


 “Healer! Healer!” she almost squealed with pleasure and pride. She started to expound on his battle, but he motioned to his mouth and his stomach.
 


 “How can you even think about eating right now?” she demanded, but she stood up, and together they left the stadium to go to some food stands.
 


 “What happened to your sword?” Rief asked as they walked away from a stand that sold skewers of chicken. Alec pulled the ugly stump of metal and showed it to Rief, looking closely at it as well. Along the broken edge he saw rasp marks and indentations that made him suspect the blade had been sabotaged. Someone had deliberately weakened the metal so that it would snap under pressure.
 


 Rief did not understand what Alec saw, but only looked at the weapon as a diminished blade. “Everyone was so amazed when you stayed in the ring to fight with that. You should have heard what people were saying. And when you let the Canare fighter charge at you like that at the end, I was sure he was going to skewer you,” she recounted for Alec. “I covered my eyes, and then everyone cheered, and when I looked, you were standing there and the other fellow was down!
 


 “Do you get to change weapons for the next fight?” she asked in a much lower tone as they walked along. Alec shook his head. “Should you drop out now?” He shook his head again. “You don’t have to take this type of chance just for the sake of the clan,” she told him, looking around to see if they would be overheard. “Do you think you can win even with just that?” she asked, and he nodded. She looked intently in his face. “I believe you can too, healer. Now, let’s get you back to the arena.”
 


 Minutes later they were back at the gateway. “Good luck, healer. I’m sure it’s my kiss that gave you luck to win last time, so here’s another,” she said, then leaned up and kissed his cheek again. Alec grinned, and walked into the dark spaces where the swordsmen waited.
 


 The crowd of prospects had dwindled tremendously as a result of the hours of early battles to cull out the weakest opponents. Alec found a seat on a bench that allowed him to watch the battles out on the sandy floor. Yet he hardly noticed how the fights progressed as he thought about his sword. Who would have tried to sabotage his chances of success? He’d had the weapon with him since he’d left the clan home. It must have been tampered with before he even took it from the armory. Could the armorer have done it to him? Alec couldn’t imagine why, but there were many things he did not know or understand about the people and the culture he was in. He had no idea how secure the blade had been, but he suspected it had been available for anyone to touch it since yesterday.
 


 But other than the armorer, only Cander and Rief had been present when he had selected the blade. Alec realized he had narrowed down the list of possible traitors to Cander, the son of the clan leader. Why would Cander have tried to do this? Alec remembered Cander’s interest in Rief; was the man jealous of Alec’s relationship with his personal extension?
 


 Alec sat slumped against the wall, puzzling away at his problem, until a man he didn’t recognize, wearing the Indige colors, tapped him on the shoulder. “You did well for us,” he said. “Your next match is almost up. You better check in and get in your pen,” he advised.
 


 Alec nodded his thanks, and did as directed, winding up in a pen with just one other man. His opponent wore only a plain white, short robe, without house colors. They stood in the pen without speaking, and soon were ushered out to the roped circle in the sand. Alec re-engaged his ingenaire powers at a low level, and in only a matter of minutes had used his metal stub to knock his opponent’s blade from his hand and out of the ring. The result was a disqualification, and the first bloodless match Alec had seen.
 


 He walked back to the official who was recording results. “Don’t go far, half-blade. Your next match is only half an hour away. You’ll be in pen 7,” he told Alec, then turned to speak to another fighter.
 


 Alec spent a few moments splashing water on his face, then went to his pen, and waited alone for fifteen minutes. As the time for his match approached, no opponent appeared, and Alec wondered what would happen next. He was called to the doorway, and as he stood there, a very large man in brown strolled up, and brushed against Alec as he walked by, knocking him back a step. The obvious effort to intimidate him annoyed Alec, and he took a deep breath to calm himself.
 


 The match in front of them came to an abrupt end, with the loser receiving a severe wound to his stomach. Alec watched a stretcher bear the man out, and as it passed him he dropped his warrior powers, then used his healing powers as he reached out and touched him, giving him a small jolt of energy to reduce the internal damage. Satisfied that he had done something positive, he dropped his healing power, and re-engaged his warrior power as he passed into the rope ring.
 


 His opponent approached slowly, and before they got within blade distance of each other, the man threw a handful of sand at Alec’s eyes. Alec saw the motion, and with his enhanced abilities, he threw his body to the side, avoiding not only the effort to blind him, but the bull-like rush that followed as the brown clad swordsman tried to take advantage of the inability he had anticipated for Alec. Seeing the charge, Alec flicked the edge of his sword at the back of his opponent’s knee. He missed the crucial muscles he had wanted to sever, but did slice open a vein from which blood began to flow freely.
 


 Standing up, Alec watched the man stagger, then look around behind him. Seeing the blood infuriated him, and he stood up too, facing Alec with an intense scowl on his face. “You’ll need to keep running and dodging with that stump in your hand. But there’s not far to run, is there?” He grimly strode forward, keeping his blade low, then swinging as soon as he had Alec within his reach. Alec kept his blade remnant before him, blocking and playing defense, trying to figure out how to penetrate the man’s defenses so that he could inflict a wound that would knock him out.
 


 The man’s blows began to grow slightly wilder, just a little more careless, as he began to grow both frustrated and tired, and Alec at last saw a chance to flick his sword up and nick his opponent’s wrist, opening another vein. Blood began to run into the man’s palm, and his grip began to slip.
 


 Slowly, step-by-step, Alec inched away from him, and the man began to lunge to reach him, the strain making his right arm less able to control the heavy blade that was now far extended from his body. At last Alec felt he had the advantage he needed, and instead of blocking a thrust, he inclined his body away, letting the sword carry past him, then bringing the hilt of his sword down hard. The brown-clad man dropped his sword, and Alec brought his hilt and fist upward, catching the man on the bridge of his nose. Alec hit the man hard, very hard. He could tell that he had broken some small bones in his own hand from the force of the contact.
 


 Alec stepped back and prepared to hit the man again, but before he could do so the man’s eye’s rolled back into his head, and he fell backwards, laying out flat on the ground. Alec was relieved, for he had begun to feel a strain from his use of his ingenaire powers. Though the day’s work would have seemed simple back when he was freshly trained in Oyster Bay, after his long period without powers it was like trying to use a forgotten skill.
 


 The crowd, which was much larger now than it had been in the early afternoon, began to cheer for Alec, and as he looked around he saw that Waines was now in the imperial box, clapping lustily for him. Alec waved in her direction, then waved at Rief, and trotted off the sand and into the fighters’ space.
 


 “Son, you shouldn’t have been able to beat him, but you shouldn’t have won any of your other matches either,” the scoring official said. “You’re the first to qualify for the final match tonight. Be back here just past sundown, and there will be four of you all at once fighting to see who can survive.”
 


 Alec bowed his head in acknowledgement one more time to the man, then walked out of the warriors’ space. As soon as he left the doorway, Rief was waiting for him. “You make it look so easy! You look like you’re dancing while the others are trying to walk in mud, healer!” she told him proudly. He hooked his arm in hers and they strolled away from the arena.
 


 “You’re doing it all with just half a blade,” Rief started again, but Alec placed a finger against her lips. He noted how soft they felt. “You don’t want to talk about it for now?” she asked, and he nodded. “Shall we go see the archery? It must be in the finals almost,” Rief judged, looking at the sun that was moving towards a distant horizon, one that Alec realized for the first time had mountain peaks.
 


 The archery contests were held in an open field, before long sets of benches that lined a distance of fifty meters from the targets to the archers. There were no seats left available on the benches, and Rief couldn’t see over the taller men in front of her, though Alec could. Alec crouched down, pointed at her, then patted his back. “You want me to ride you pig-a-back?” Rief laughed, and Alec nodded as he grinned. She stepped around and mounted, so that when Alec raised up she told him, “I can see now!”
 


 They watched the five men lined up shooting their arrows at the targets, all of them hitting almost every time. “Oh! Gessen is doing so well,” Rief cried out, referring to the Indige clan member of the finals. Only a Scarle archer was doing as well, and as the final shafts reached their marks Alec was confident that Gessen would be first or second.
 


 They began to walk back towards the fencing arena along with many in the crowd, when Rief pointed off to the right. “The emperor must be here! There’s a restorer over there, and he’s the only one who still has an animal to ride.”
 


 Alec was not concerned about the emperor’s presence, but he was anxious to see the restorer, the animal that was somehow carrying the invasion force into the Dominion. He diverted his course to walk over to the guarded area. “Healer, where are you going?” Rief asked belated as he veered abruptly away from her. She caught up quickly. “Do you think you’ll see the emperor? Will he recognize you?” she asked. Alec shook his head, and arrived at the edge of the restorer’s temporary pen. The animal stood placidly grazing on a bale of grass. It was an ugly creature to Alec, but it looked harmless. It had a distinct smell, a smell like cinnamon and other spices, most peculiarly.
 


 “There aren’t more than a couple of dozen of them alive, you know?” a voice next to Alec said. He looked over and saw the Scarle swordsman he had beaten and protected in his first match of the contest earlier today. “I’m sure the emperor borrowed your clan’s animal just as he did ours after that disaster in the invasion a few weeks ago. He got every single restorer around, those from the clans, those from the banks, those from the commercial firms, plus his own. The whole empire is moving slowly these days with the animals out of commission, not that I’m criticizing, of course. 

 


“Thank you so much for blocking the Canare swordsman’s strike at me today. That was uncommonly kind of you,” he said and walked away.
 


 Alec looked at the animal closely. If there were so few animals available, perhaps he could find a way to end the invasion simply by disabling the restorers. He examined the restorer using his health vision, something he’d rarely tried to do with an animal. It was a strange animal, with a brain that seemed very small to Alec, and a stomach that seemed to have multiple sections. As he noted the reproductive system of this female, he was not surprised at how few there were, but almost surprised that there were any at all, for the uterus was oddly shaped and oddly placed. And there were two organs in the chest that he could not fathom. Were they the source of the animal’s ability to transport itself? He focused on them, noting the delicate structures and the very complex chemistry that took place within them.
 


 “We better go, Tarnum,” Rief tugged on his sleeve, as she used the name he’d received from the emperor, catching Alec by surprise. “We need to get to the arena, and that guard is watching you watch the restorer. Even if you are the emperor’s friend, we don’t need to stir anything up. 

 


“You’re surprised to hear me say that, aren’t you?” she kidded. 

 


Alec followed her away from the animal and back to the fencing arena. They walked through thick crowds as they approached. “It’s going to be full for this match,” Rief said. “I won’t get a choice seat, but I’ll be with the rest of the clan. Good luck again, healer,” she stood up on tip toes at his entry and kissed him.
 


 Alec thoughtfully watched her walk away through the crowd, then entered the empty staging area. The number of officials in the area outnumbered the three other contenders who sat in individual pens, waiting for the moment of glory to bring them all together. Alec took a spot in one of the vacant pens. Looking out the window, he saw the crowd filling up all tiers of seating, and attendants lighting a ring of torches around the fighting space. Lanterns through the crowd grew more prominent as the sun set, and Alec spotted the section where the Indige colors predominated.
 


 “It’s your first time to be part of this spectacle, isn’t it?” a voice over his shoulder asked, and Alec found a pair of inspectors behind him. They looked at his sword. “It’s a miracle you’ve stayed alive, let alone won every battle with a short stump like that. You watch though, next year there’ll be a half dozen fighters bring short swords thinking it will help them!” one of the officials joked. “And they’ll wear long sleeves too,” he added, referring to the conspicuous sleeves Alec wore to hide his ingenaire marks, while his opponents often wore no sleeves at all.
 


 “Well, good luck lad,” the other official said as they finished inspecting his sword.
 


 Alec heard a trumpet fanfare, and saw a buzz of activity in the imperial tent, heralding the arrival of the emperor. As the occupants of the imperial box settled in, Alec was called to come to the entry. There he found the other three combatants waiting. All the men were older than him, none taller, but all were more muscular and heavy, an advantage Alec recognized they held.
 


 “All advance,” the doorkeeper called out, and the four swordsmen walked out together, not looking at each other, but focused on the ring in front of them. Alec looked around to find the Indige group, and waved to them, bringing an answering cheer from the blue clad section of the crowd.
 


 As they stepped into the ring, the combatants separated out to the periphery of the sandy circle, and waited for the signal to begin. A horn blew from the emperor’s box, and immediately, a Scarle swordsman on Alec’s left moved to fight an Emeral warrior beyond him, while a Canare warrior on Alec’s right moved directly towards him.
 


 Alec faced up against the Canare fencer. “Laver said to make it really hurt before you die, Indige,” the man told Alec contemptuously. “And I intend to follow his direction.” He held a sword whose blade was not as heavy as many Alec had faced, but was longer in reach. Alec recognized that with his own short weapon, he faced a greater challenge than he had against the other swords that did not outreach him by so much.
 


 The point of the Canare blade flicked towards Alec, and he brought his own blade up defensively to block it. The same thing happened again, but as Alec began to block, the attacking steel swerved downward. Alec fell backwards and did a backroll to land on his feet several yards away from where he started, his back now firmly against the rope barrier. “I watched how you used that weapon to block in your other matches. You made the most possible out of so little sword,” the advancing Canare told him. “But it can’t work forever.”
 


 The man launched a sweeping series of strikes and feints, which Alec handled effectively, trying not to use an excessive and obvious demonstration of his ingenaire abilities. He wasn’t sure how he could find a way to penetrate the Canare’s much longer effective reach though, to go on the attack. He studied the man’s technique, looking for a flaw or gap he could launch into.
 


 At last, after several minutes, he saw the way. His opponent’s concentration was starting to wander, and Alec waited for a thrust, that he parried upward as high and hard as he could, then rolled under the opposite side of the man, and flicked his sword out to slice his Achilles tendon. Alec came up standing, but before he could even turn to confirm his success, he found the green-clad victor of the other side of the ring almost upon him.
 


 Alec dove into the center of the ring, then turned and looked. The Canare man was on the ground, and the Emeral warrior was advancing towards Alec. The Scarle fighter lay on the ground, motionless. Alec focused on the green fighter, and began to retreat back towards his original side of the ring as he intently studied the man’s motions. His use of his ingenaire powers was wearing more greatly on him, and he wanted to find the best way to win this battle quickly.
 


 Suddenly, there was a sharp pain in his right thigh and a roar from the crowd. Alec looked down and saw that the Canare swordsman, though injured, had managed to throw his sword like a spear and had planted it in Alec’s leg. The green fighter saw it too, and instinctively rushed at Alec as he was distracted. Alec reached down, and pulled the blade from his leg, then began to roll to his left to escape, but not before receiving a slice on his right arm from his green opponent.
 


 Alec had trouble standing on the wounded leg, and he could tell that his hamstring had been severed. He staying in place on his knee, and held his sword up in a defensive posture as the green fighter approached. “If you want to yield, you may do so now,” the man spoke to Alec.
 


 Alec shook his head negatively, and switched his blade to his gloved left hand for the first time. He’d been favoring his natural arm because of the incompletely healed shoulder wound from two nights before, but now it served him better than his damaged right arm. “I admire your spirit,” the man said with a grin, and he began to circle to the right behind Alec.
 


 The healer spun his body as best he could to keep his sword in an effective defensive position, and considered his options. There was only one possible way for him to win. He could hurl his broken blade like a dagger and injure or disarm his opponent before the man got inside his defenses. If he threw and missed though, he would be defenseless and in dire trouble, with little likelihood of surviving.
 


 The green fighter reached a point he liked, and stretched a probing blade in at Alec’s right shoulder as he turned to try to defend himself. Alec barely managed to bring his blade around in time to knock the attack away as he continued to spin around in the sand.
 


 His energies were noticeably dwindling, and he felt he had no choice but to gamble his life on a throw. Using as much ingenaire ability as he could muster, he spun himself rapidly to directly face his opponent, reached back and flung the sword remnant, then threw himself to his right and rolled to a new defensive location.
 


 He grabbed a handful of sand to throw in his opponent’s eyes, and felt his energies wither away. But as he looked up, he saw that the sand would not be needed. The green warrior’s sword was on the ground, and he lay beside it, unconscious with a long gash across his neck. The crowd was screaming incomprehensively, as Alec slowly stood up and painfully hobbled over to where his broken blade laid beside his opponent. He reached over and picked up the blade, then, with the crowd cheering, he raised it over his head, before he turned and slowly stumbled to the doorway where he had first entered.
 


 “No lad,” the official told him as he reached his sanctuary, consumed by the pain of his injuries. “You’ve got to go salute the emperor! Then you’ll be done.”
 


 Alec turned and looked at the walk he was about to make back across the sands to bow to the emperor. He saw a darkness fall swiftly before his eyes, and then he fell to the ground unconscious.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 28 – Confrontation in the Baths
 

 


 


 Alec awoke to feelings of considerable pain. He opened his eyes, and saw that he was in his bed in the Indige mansion, with the curtains drawn shut to darken the room. There was no one with him, but he heard a low murmur of voices in the room outside. He lay in bed, and inventoried his aches and pains. His thigh hurt the worst, but the gash on his right forearm also burned. He felt a pain across his neck and vaguely remembered being cut in one of his battles. His ankle felt sore, for no reason he could discern.
 


 Reaching down to his thigh, Alec engaged his healer powers, and to his relief, he was able to call upon them, though they felt sluggish and diminished. He healed the internal damage to the muscles, leaving the slice on the surface visible, but removing the infection that would soon start to fester. He next removed the infection from the slice on his arm, and partially healed the arm as well, knowing that if he allowed it to remain unhealed much longer, he would suffer a scar. Next he brushed a hand across the lesser slice in his back, removing the infection from that region.
 


 As he was about to treat his ankle, the door edged open, and he saw an eye looking in at him. As she saw him awake, Rief pressed the door open, stepped inside, and closed the door again. She walked across the room and sat on the edge of the bed next to him. Her hand reached for his, and she held it tight as she stared at his face intently. “How do you feel?”
 


 Alec nodded his head, and raised his hand to give a thumbs-up signal that all was well. “I can’t tell you how I feel,” Rief said. “I’m so happy you’re well, I’m proud of what you did, I’m angry that you almost got yourself killed!
 


 “We can talk, but there are a ton of people who want to see you. Can you accept visitors?” she asked, and Alec had a strange sense of déjà vu, recollecting the time he had been in the Goldenfields guard infirmary and Imelda had asked him if he wanted to accept visitors. “What are you thinking about?” Rief asked softly several seconds later as she saw the faraway look in his eyes. “Oh, I wish you could talk. I wish you could tell me so many things.
 


 “But for now, should I allow the visitors to come see you?” she returned to the question at hand.
 


 Alec nodded yes.
 


 “Well, we better get some robes for you to wear first,” Rief suggested. Alec listened to her words, then grasped their meaning moments later, as he realized he was naked under the covers, again triggering those memories of Goldenfields. He looked up in embarrassment and surprise at Rief, who saw his blushing face and laughed.
 


 “Yes, I undressed you from the ripped, dirty, bloody robes you wore in the arena yesterday, and put you to bed. I’m your personal extension; it’s my job,” she explained. “And don’t worry, I didn’t take any more advantage of you than you took of me a couple of nights ago! I even slept on the sofa.” She turned and tossed a long gown to him. He looked at it, pulled at the short sleeves as she watched, and threw it back.
 


 “Oh that’s right, you wear long sleeves. You don’t want people to see those marks on your arms. I can’t imagine why – they’re beautiful,” she commented casually, as she pulled down a different robe and threw it back at him.
 


 Alec pulled the acceptable clothing over his head, and stood to pull it down around his knees, then climbed back in bed. “Are you ready?” Rief asked expectantly, then opened the door and motioned for someone to come in.
 


 Reast, the clan leader of the Indige clan entered his room, and stood by the window. “You’ll have to heal soon so that we can move you upstairs to your new suite with the clan members,” he told Alec. “You certainly earned it yesterday! The emperor can have no choice but to award the invasion to us now. The way you fought against all those odds is an epic story, Tarnum,” he said. “I want you to know,” he added in a more serious tone, “that I will make good on every promise and more, for all the glory you have given us this week.”
 


 Alec appreciated the support, but longed to ask Reast about the sabotage to his blade, as he suddenly remembered the cause for his difficulty yesterday. Instead, he simply nodded farewell as the clan leader left the room. As Reast left, Marjet entered the room to say a few words of congratulations, as did several other clan members, many of whom Alec did not even know. “There are slaves who wish to congratulate you as well, healer, but they shouldn’t be seen coming up here. Do you feel like seeing them down in their own area where the clan won’t see them?” Rief told him afterwards.
 


 Alec felt his stomach rumble, and Rief heard it at the same time. “But maybe you’d like some breakfast first?” she smiled as she rose. “I’ll bring a tray back in just a few minutes.”
 


 Alec lay alone in bed, and thought about how quickly he had come to rely on Rief for his domestic comfort and needs. He had not had such a sense of comfort in a home since he had shared his Goldenfields shop with Bethany a long, long time ago. What was the golden-haired water ingenaire doing now, he wondered? She was perhaps already married to Tritos, living in Oyster Bay. She had managed to move on with her life after ending her relationship with him, while he had stumbled away, then tried unsuccessfully to transfer his affections to Imelda.
 


 When Rief returned with the tray she brought it directly to the bedroom. “Are you awake?” she asked softly from the door, seeing Alec lying with his eyes closed. He waved his hand without opening his eyes, and she brought the tray into the room, laying it in the center of the bed, then sitting down on the far side.
 


 Alec opened his eyes as he sat up, and began to eat from the tray. “Today is the extra day of festivities the emperor called for after you saved the princess Waines, so the house will be empty soon. All the clan members want to go to the fair, especially since Gessen won the archery and you won the fencing for Indige. Would you like to go out as well?”
 


 Alec shook his head no. He wanted a quiet day. His injuries really did need some rest and time to heal, and he wanted to have time to think about the restorers that were carrying the invasion force to the Dominion. And he wanted to avoid another incident of possible exposure to Mooreen.
 


 “Is there anything you want?” Rief asked. “Is there anything else you want me to bring you – more food, drink, books, clothes, women?”
 


 Alec looked at her with raised eyebrows, and shook his head. He lay back on the pillows and closed his eyes for several moments. Reaching out, he placed his hand on Rief’s back, and healed the marks from her whipping the rest of the way
 


 “Oh, thank you, healer. I’d gotten so used to that little bit of discomfort I’d forgotten about that, but it does feel better,” she told him.
 


 Alec sat up. He pulled on his gown. “What? You want to get dressed?” Rief accurately interpreted. “I’ll get a set of robes for you,” she said as she pulled something from the closet and tossed it to him. He motioned for her to turn around, and then he changed his clothes. “Where do you want to go?” she asked moments later.
 


 Alec motioned as if fencing with his sword again. “You want to do some fencing?” Rief checked, and Alec shook his head negatively. “You want to go to the armory?”she tried. He shook her off again, wondering how to explain that he wanted to see his sabotaged weapon. He resorted to pantomime again, pretending to take a sword and break it over his knee. “Oh, the broken sword. You want it?” she asked, and he nodded. She looked baffled.
 


 “I’m not sure where it is. Let’s go to the armory and ask there,” she suggested, then led the way out of the room and into the mansion halls. Alec followed her through the nearly empty home until they came to the armory, where they found Blades the armorer polishing blades.
 “Well, look who’s here!” he said brightly as Alec entered the room, raising his voice over the sound of blade sharpening in a back room. “I didn’t get to see you in action yesterday, but they say you did things with that blade that no one could do!” the man exclaimed, putting down his tools. “You’ll have to come down here and give lessons and such!” he laughed at the thought.
 


 “Master, we wondered if you could tell where the healer’s blade has gone, the one he used yesterday to win the tournament,” Rief spoke up.
 


 “Why it’s right back there,” he motioned towards a door. “That’s it making all the noise. Cander came down and offered to try to take the jagged edge off for you.” He said.
 


 Alec removed the glove from his left hand, then stepped quickly into the room, and seeing Cander, walked over to him. Cander removed the blunt end of the blade from the sharpening stone as he saw who it was. “I thought you’d like for this to have a smoother edge,” he said, clearly nervous. Alec reached down and placed his hand on the hilt, pulling it away from Cander, despite his unwillingness to let go. Alec pulled more firmly and Cander yielded, as Rief and the armorer joined him in the room. Alec let his left hand rest on Cander’s hand for a moment, and he felt a wave of fear, jealousy, guilt and loathing sweep across him. He knew that Cander was the saboteur.
 


 Cander had smoothed away half the jagged edge, Alec noticed, but half was still intact. Alec lifted the blade to the armorer and pointed at the incisions that remained, the evidence that the blade had been tampered with the day before.
 


 “Lad, what happened here? Why is the blade like this? It’s no wonder it broke in combat yesterday,” he responded as he examined the metal.
 


 Alec looked at Cander, and pointed. “I don’t know what happened. I saw how you won with just half a blade yesterday, but I have no reason to damage your blade. Why would I? We all need you to win for the clan.” The accused stood up in a huff. “You may think that because of your success you can do whatever you want, but you can’t. I was born into this clan, and you can’t just top me overnight.” He pushed hurriedly past the group and left the armory.
 


 Rief looked at Alec. “Healer, do you really think he tried to make your sword break in the tournament?” Alec nodded. “That’s a serious accusation. Do you want to formally lodge it?” she asked. He looked at her quizzically. “You know what that means, don’t you?” she asked, and he shook his head.
 


 “You can make an official complaint to the clan leader, if you have someone else to second your claim,” the armorer butted in. “And then the clan leader has to appoint two clan members and someone from outside the house to find out all the facts and make a report to him.”
 


 “And then the clan leader makes a decision about what happens, who gets punished, and so on,” Rief finished. “And Cander is the clan leader’s son.”
 


 “I’d be careful, and think about it for a while, if I were you,” the armorer cautioned. “And I agree the blade was tampered with to make it break. Did you see Cander do it?” Alec shook his head. “Neither did I, or anyone else, I’m sure.”
 


 Alec lifted the blade and looked at it closely, then handed it to Rief. He walked around the room, and picked up another blade. “You want that one?” the armorer asked. Alec nodded affirmatively as he tested the weight and balance of the blade, flipping it from one hand to the other. “You can have it then; you’ve earned a great deal more than that.”
 


 Alec shook his hand in thanks, placed the blade in a scabbard that he belted on, and left the armory. Once out in the hallway, he made motions like he was pulling on reins, asking her to take him to the stables so they could go for another ride.
 


 “What are you doing? trying to lift something?”she couldn’t interpret his motion. He tried again, making a trotting motion. “Oh, I see, you want to ride horses again?” she asked, as he nodded. “But I thought you wanted to just stay quiet and calm today?” she followed up, but he shrugged, then shook his head no.
 


 “The stables it is,” she tugged his hand and led the way towards their destination. “Do you really believe Cander did that to your sword? What made you think so?”
 


 He took the broken sword from her hand, and pointed to the scoring that had weakened the metal. “That made the metal break when it struck another sword?” she asked. “That’s awful. Why would Cander do that to you?” Alec had no way to communicate the jealousy he suspected Cander felt – jealousy over Alec’s quick success in the clan, his quick success in gaining fame, or his quick success in removing Rief herself from Cander’s reach.
 


 “Are you going to be safe? He seems like the type who could hold a grudge for a long time,” she cautioned him. Alec held up his hands to show no concern. He expected to leave the Michian empire sometime soon, before any plot could be hatched against him. An inkling of an idea had begun to form in his mind, a way to prevent any more invading armies from entering the Dominion. And if it worked, he would then be able to return to his own land himself.
 


 They soon reached the stables, and Alec indicated the same horse they had ridden the day before. Together he and Rief mounted, and Alec started in the same direction they had gone before. “Where are we going, healer?” Rief asked curiously. He nodded his head forward. “Thanks for the brilliant clue,” she muttered, and threw a soft punch into his kidney. He turned and smiled, then continued forward. After they made the first turn she asked. “Are we going back where we were before?” and he nodded.
 


 “There’s absolutely no good reason for the best swordsman in the empire to be shopping for weeds in a farmers market!” she insisted. “At least stop at a nice restaurant where we can have a decent lunch. You’ve earned it with all you’ve been through, and I’ve earned it for putting up with you! Come on, you’ll stop for lunch, won’t you?” Alec nodded agreement, and within five minutes Rief was pointing at a street side cafe. “This is Mulberry Street. There! I’ve wanted to eat there since I was a little girl! Stop the horse and help me down,” she insisted.
 


 Short moments later they were sitting at a table under the shade of an umbrella, watching the people walk or ride by, some on horses, some in carriages, some in plain working wagons hauling goods. A waiter arrived. “I’ll order for both of us,” Rief said authoritatively. “Bring us a bottle of sweet wine, and a bottle of berry juice,” she sneered at Alec’s abstentious habits, “then bring a loaf of the pine nut bread, and some venison and noodles.” The waiter nodded and left. “That’s good for lunch, but what I really want are the desserts. My mother used to tell me about what the Canare ladies ate when they came here!”
 


 “Oh healer, am I bad to drink wine at mid-day? My mother told me the Canare ladies would do it all the time,” Rief recollected. “And then sometimes, after they drank a bottle of wine, they’d go home and do something else. Why healer, you’re blushing!” she laughed.
 


 “Here, try this bread!” she offered as the waiter placed a loaf on their table. Alec enjoyed the savory taste and the dense texture. Rief was silent as she too chewed on a chunk of bread and sipped her wine, looking contemplative. Alec leaned back and looked at the way the bright sun reflected off the pastel colors of the buildings along the road, as architectural features projected shadows that rested in dark, stark relief to the brightly painted stucco of the buildings. He had grown used to the heat of this city quickly, Alec realized, as he sat languidly. 

 


He’d fought, and rode and rested in the heat, and suddenly he wanted nothing so much as a bath. Could he stand to wait until after visiting the market to return back to the mansion to bathe? In Bondell he remembered hearing mention of public baths, where men had gone to buildings with large pools of warm water to soak, and socialize or carry out business. Would there be something like that around here?
 


 Their food was served as he sat and thought. “Uhm, this is good healer, but don’t eat too much. You want to save room for dessert!” She ate several bites. “Is there something particular you want at the market?” she looked at him as he placed a bite of food in his mouth. He nodded, then wiggled his hand to indicate some uncertainty. “You maybe want something?”
 


 Alec wondered how to make her understand his interest in bathing. He tried rubbing himself under his arms and on his chest, then made motions with his arm like he was swimming and splashing water. “You want to go to the baths?” she asked, and he nodded vigorous agreement, pleased with both his luck that there were such facilities, and her quick comprehension.
 


 “We can skip the dessert if you want to go to the baths quickly, as long as you promise you’ll bring me back here sometime,” Rief said, taking a bite, her eyes narrowed as she studied his face.
 


 “Will you take me with you on the invasion?” she asked in a dramatic change of topic. “You’ll have to, or else no one will know what you want or need. What will it be like do you suppose, traveling with an army? How strange is that other land?” she asked questions with little pause for answers or consideration, seeming to be suddenly nervous.
 


 As the waiter arrived, she pulled out Alec’s pouch of coins, still mostly full of gold from the niece of the emperor. She handed one to the waiter, then drank the last of her wine, and stood up. “Oh, I drink that to try to feel like an adult, and I’m not sure it’s the best idea,” she said. “You’re going to think I’m a lush, when I’ve only drank wine three times, and twice have been with you.”
 


 When they got on their horse, Rief directed him to turn the horse in a new direction, and they rode along a street with tropical trees planted between the road and the setback buildings. “Here, stop,” Rief told him in front of a square building with small windows up high, near the roof. They left the horse with a stable boy and went inside. “Two for the baths, please,” Rief told the woman behind a desk, as she kept her head down. The woman took her coin, gave her change, and handed over two robes and two towels, plus a key connected to a small wooden pad.
 


 “We’ve got Room 4,” Rief said, leading Alec down the hall. “Here it is,” she used the key to open the door, then walked in with Alec behind her. The room made it clear that Alec had not really communicated what he had in mind. The was a single large pool in the floor of the room, large enough for three or four people to submerge in, and the rest of the floor was covered in pillows, pads, and cushions. There was a click as Rief locked the door closed.
 


 “Shall we?” Rief asked, dropping her towel and robe, and pulling her robe over her head. Alec looked at her in disbelief, even as a fleeting thought raced through his mind, telling him that her body was more like Imelda’s than Bethany’s, slender and lithe, though not quite as muscular as the Goldenfields cavalry rider.
 


 “What?” she said, standing in her undergarments, blushing. “Are you going to change your mind? I didn’t expect you’d want to go to a bath house, but you said you did!” She reached over and undid his sword belt, causing it to fall to a muffled landing on a pad of carpet. Alec stepped back, trying to figure out how to salvage the situation. Obviously, they did have bathhouses here, but the intended activities they held were much different from what Alec had envisioned.
 


 The water looked very inviting though, and it made him feel itchy all the more as he stood there and stared. After a moment of perplexity, he stepped back from Rief and calmly dropped his robe and towel, unloaded his bag of supplies, and pulled his own robe over his head. He still wore his undercloth, and went to kneel down beside the water with the brief garment’s slight covering to protect his modesty. It felt cool, and he slipped his legs over the edge, then carefully lowered the rest of his body. There was a ledge around the edge, and he sat in water up to his shoulders.
 


 Turning, he looked at Rief, and as she approached, he splashed a little water on her, causing a soft shriek. “Is this what you wanted, was to take a bath?” she asked, provoking a nod from him. “I see. Just a bath,” she said with a note of relief in her voice. “Well, I am going to join you, but I won’t get my underthings wet so that they show through my robes. You can look or not as you wish,” she warned him as her hands went to the drawstring, and he turned his head away.
 


 Seconds later he heard her enter the water and small waves lapped against him. He turned around and she was sitting on the ledge across from him, water up to her neck, with her head thrown back and her eyes closed. She looked relaxed and serene, and Alec stared at her face, noticing how there were no lines, no wrinkles to show thought or worry or concern at this moment. He was glad she could feel so unshackled.
 


 As if reading his thoughts, she spoke. “Right now I don’t have a care in the world. I could sit here like this and relax all afternoon, then take a nap, healer. How about you?” she languidly opened her eyes and looked at him. He nodded agreement, closed his eyes, then let his head sink below the surface.
 


 He vaguely heard a noise in the room penetrate the water to is ears, and then his eyes flew open as a voice spoke. “Where is he, your master? Where’s the Indige swordsman who won the tournament yesterday, the one who healed the princess Waines?”
 


 Thinking quickly, Rief replied, “He’s not here. He saw another girl he thought was pretty. He went down the hall to visit her.”
 


 “Well, we’ll just wait here for him to come back and get his robes and sword. In the meantime, it seems like a waste of a room and a pretty girl not to do something. Climb up out of the tub,” the voice said.
 


 Alec’s warrior powers were fully engaged, and as Rief started to climb out of the water he squatted down to the floor of the tub, then propelled himself upward. He shot from the water and landed on the floor and surveyed the room. He discovered four men wearing imperial gold cloth with swords drawn, caught off guard by his appearance. He rolled into the legs of the closest man. As he knocked him down he lashed out a punch to the face, then rolled towards his own sword. He stood up with the blade in hand, virtually naked and dripping, and looked at the other three men. “You can leave now and survive, or you can stay and be killed,” he heard Rief threaten the men from behind him, voicing the precise thoughts he had.
 


 The three men made no move to leave, but instead spread out with their swords held defensively. Alec reached down and picked up the beautiful imperial dagger, then threw it at the man in the middle, sinking it in his chest. As the other two looked in astonishment, Alec ran at the one on the left and stabbed his stomach, then swung his blade across the throat of the man on the right. He too crumpled to the floor, and the battle was over.
 


 “Oh my God, healer! You just killed four men, and it took you less time than it took me to say it!” Rief was standing beside the pool. He felt shaky as he picked up a towel from the floor and tossed it to her, then laid his blade down and picked up his own towel, knowing that everything had just changed. She walked over to him as he dried his hair. “Why did the emperor’s men come to get you? You’re his favorite!”
 


 One of the men groaned, the one Alec had hit first. Alec bent down to look at him, and the man’s eye’s fluttered open. “Why did you come to seek the healer?” Rief asked him.
 


 “Where are my men?” he responded.
 


 “They’re all dead,” Rief told him harshly, and motioned around the room, tears welling in her eyes. Alec walked over to pull the dagger from the chest of a dead man, the blade rasping against the bone as he withdrew it.
 


 “They’re dead?” he asked uncomprehendingly as he turned his head to see the three bloody bodies in close proximately.
 


 “Yes, and you will be too if you don’t tell us why you’re here,” Rief said flatly.
 


 “The Dominion Lady Mooreen told the emperor’s sister that she recognized Taurum the healer, that he was a great warrior and lord from the Dominion. She said that he would have marks on his arms because he had their powers, the ingenairii powers she called them, to bring great evil into the world.” He looked at Alec’s uncovered arms and saw the flashing ingenaire marks of his various powers.
 


 Alec looked at Rief, and caught her looking down at his marks, and then her eyes came up and met his, looking at him with an expression different from any other he’d seen.
 


 Alec held his dagger up, then cut a piece of material from one of the dead men’s robes, and used it to tie the hands of their captive. He cut more strips, and tied his feet and gagged his mouth. He stood up, prepared to take whatever action he planned to take in the Michian empire.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 29 – Parting with Rief
 

 


 


He lifted up his robe. “Is it true, healer? Are you a lord and warrior from the Dominion?” He looked at her face and nodded. He saw her shock and heard a sob in her throat. “Do you have the power to bring great evil into the world?” she asked. He held out his hand towards her, and she tentatively placed her hand in his; he sensed sadness, fear and betrayal. He shook his head negatively, then released her hand, and showed her his robe. “You’re going to get dressed?” he nodded.
 


 He realized that he absolutely needed the capability to communicate more clearly, and he focused his mind, considering the exercise of power he would use. He stripped off his wet underclothes, then raised his robe over his head, and shrugged into it as he released his healing powers with an inward focus, causing the muscles and flesh in his mouth to squirm as he grew a tongue in his mouth so that he could once again speak. As the robe slid over his head he heard the muffled sounds of another question from Rief.
 


 He stood for a moment, rolling his new tongue around in his mouth, feeling it touch the backs of his teeth, the roof of his mouth, the sides of his cheeks. It felt strange, and yet such a relief to have a tongue again. He turned towards Rief, prepared to say something to her, when he realized the imperial guard was still in the room. Instead, he picked up her robe and held it out to her. “Did you hear my question? What are you going to do now, Tarnum?” she asked, using the name with a tone she had never used before.
 


 He felt great sadness in his heart, and he pointed to the door. Then he pointed at her, and moved his finger back towards himself. “Will I come with you?” she repeated his implied question, and he nodded. Instead of answering, she pulled on her underclothes in a slow and deliberate manner, then pulled her own robes on.
 


 “Are you going to kill me?” she asked. His heart gave another heave. He bent on one knee to her as she stood still with dignity in what she feared was her moment of death. He raised his hands and took both of hers, then shook his head negatively. He motioned again from himself to her, then to the door.
 


 “You are not who I dreamed you were, Tarnum. But you have been kind to me, and I know that my fate rests completely with yours now. I will come with you, if you promise there will be no evil done,” she solemnly addressed him.
 


 Alec placed his hands on his heart and nodded, then stood. He placed his sword and dagger in his belt and placed his medicinal bag over his head. He held out his hand to Rief, who looked at it, then walked out into the hallway and waited for him to follow. He stepped out with her, and pulled the broken door closed behind to hide the scene, then the two of them walked to the front desk and dropped off the key. They walked out the front door and to the stables, where they remounted their horse and left the bath house.
 


 “Do you still want to go to the market?” Rief asked.
 


 “Yes,” Alec answered simply.
 


 “What have you done?” she screeched so loudly that Alec’s left ear rang, and a couple strolling on the side of the road looked up in surprise.
 


 “How can you talk? Stop this horse! Let me see your mouth!” she demanded, reaching forward to place her hand on the reins as Alec pulled up.
 


 Alec turned his torso to face her, and opened his mouth wide, then darted his tongue out at her as her fingered gripped his cheeks tightly.
 


 “Are you going to turn into a demon from Raigg next? You told me your worshipped the slave’s god, the savior?” she told him.
 


 “I do worship Jesus Christ, our savior,” he answered. “I am a healer ingenaire, with the ability to heal wounds and cure illnesses; that is the great power Mooreen tried to make sound so bad. You know some of what I can do. The time came when I realized I needed to talk to you, so I used my power and caused my tongue to grow. If Mooreen has given me away, I have to act in a hurry, and leave Michian. She bears me no love; this scar here,” he ran a finger down the scar near his eye, “was one she gave me personally when I was in her dungeon.”
 


 “Speak slowly; such a strange accent! What do you plan to do next?” Rief asked.
 


 Alec set the horse in motion again and turned to face forward.
 


 “I plan to go to the market, and buy new robes for us, first,” he told her. “We’ll be recognized in these Indige colors by anyone searching for us. Then I want to buy a certain herb in the market place. Then I want to go visit the restorers the emperor is using.”
 


 “Are you going to kill them? Is that why you’re here?” she asked.
 


 “I didn’t know why I was sent here at first, to Michian,” Alec admitted to her. “I was in one of the holy places in my land, and the ghost of a saint told me he would send me on a journey to learn something about how to protect my land from an invasion. The next thing I knew I was watching Cander sprawled out on the ground, and you know everything that has happened since.
 


 “I’m not evil. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want my own land to be protected and safe,” he added.
 


 “And I have warrior powers too,” he explained. He raised his arm and lowered his sleeve. “This sword shows that I can call upon the ability to battle with great powers. And this symbol,” he raised the other arm as he shifted the reins, “shows I have the ability to heal”
 


 “What does that mark on your shoulder mean?” Rief asked.
 


 Alec chuckled as he thought about it. “It means I got drunk one time, and got a tattoo,” and he raised a laugh from Rief, the first friendly sign since the imperial guard had spoken.
 


 “I am who I always have been, Rief. The person you’ve known for the past few days is who I am. I wasn’t born into a great clan leader’s family. I was an orphan, but strange things have happened, and I seem to have duties I must perform,” he tried to explain his unlikely situation to her.
 


 “The guard said you were a leader from the Dominion, not just a warrior, Tarnum,” Rief rebutted.
 


 “There is no king currently in our land, so the crown is mine to protect until a new king is found,” he simplified the story as best he could.
 


 “Oh Tarnum, your story is too fantastic to believe,” Rief told him.
 


 They had reached the market place, and Alec hitched the horse to a rail. “Where do you want to go to get new clothes?” he asked.
 


 “Will you let me walk away from you whenever I want to?” she replied.
 


 “Rief, you can leave me any time you want, and go with all my best wishes. But I am afraid that anything that is planned for me is going to happen to you as well now. I want to protect you as much as I want to do anything else,” he said in all seriousness.
 


 Her face softened slightly for a moment. “Until you go back to your own land, you mean?”
 


 He realized what his heart had already decided. “If you so choose, I will take you back with me and protect you there as well. You will forever be under my protection if you want to be. In the past few days you have been my voice, my advocate, my servant and my best friend, and I will not forget that.”
 


 Her eyes searched his face intently. “Those are the words I would expect from the boy I’ve known these past days, but it doesn’t ring true with what has happened in the past few minutes, Tarnum. Give me time to think. Let’s go find new clothes, over there,” she pointed to a shop on the edge of the market square, as her idle hand nervously twitched at the seam of her robe.
 


 Alec hoped that her heart was softening. They walked to the shop and Alec watched her try on two robes, before selecting a third that was a simple tan fabric. He selected a similar robe, a slightly darker shade, and they headed out the door.
 


 “I need some more herbs,” he said as he started walking toward the tables around the square. At one table he found the particular plant he sought, a leafy yellow bunch that he bought the full supply of, and did the same at two more tables, then bought a bag of sugar.
 


 “I’ve got what I need now,” he told Rief. She had silently followed him around the square. “Rief,” he said abruptly when they were nearly in the center of the square, where the crowds were walking by them at a rapid pace. “There are five imperial guards very near our horse. If you want to stay with me, I’m going to leave here on foot and try to evade them, and you’ll need to stick with me. If you want to part from me and go your own way, you can do it now. Or if you want to try to seek forgiveness from the emperor and the Indige clan, unlikely though it is, you can go to the guards and tell them I am leaving the square,” he placed his hands on her shoulders. “And I will accept whatever course you chose.”
 


 “Tarnum, healer, whatever your name is,” she took a deep breath. “I want to believe you. I wish I believed you were the boy you tell me you are and the boy you seemed to be these past few days. But so much is different now. I don’t want to leave Michian to go to your foreign place. Please know,” she paused. “Please know how much you have meant to me. I would have worshipped you and been your extension forever. But this is so strange now.”
 


 He bent low and placed his lips on hers, silencing her with a kiss. “You may do what you feel is best Rief. I will leave you here, and you can return to the Indige clan. I hope so much that it is the right thing, the best thing for you. I won’t forget you,” he stepped back. “But the guards are here and I have to do what God intended me to do to protect my people.” he looked at her face, then turned and walked away, weaving through the milling crowd. When he nearly reached the far side of the square he turned and looked, and saw her approaching the Indige clan horse that was still tied to a rail. As she reached the horse men swarmed around her. Not only the five Alec had seen, but three others besides. They spoke to her urgently, one holding her arm, but no violence appeared to occur. She listened, and motioned her arms as she spoke back, then pointed off to her left. Immediately, five of the guards began trotting in that direction, away from Alec.
 


 The others stayed with her, and let her mount the horse, then began to lead it peacefully away from the square. “Dear Lord, please let her be safe and happy. I pray that she will open her heart to you. Look over her and protect her John Mark. She is very dear to me, and her heart is good.” He finished his prayer and raised his head, but the horse, rider and escort were all out of sight.
 


 Alec debated whether to use his powers at low precautionary level, to protect himself from the guards that must be searching for him. Not yet, he told himself. He didn’t have the capacity to carry power for as long as he used to; the way he had worn out yesterday had shown him how his abilities were diminished, and he could only hope that in the future practice would restore his former abilities.
 


 Staying on crowded and busy streets, Alec tried to hide in the crowd as he walked towards the imperial palace. He wasn’t really sure it was the right place to find the restorers, but he resolved to start there and search until he found them. The emperor had ridden one from his palace to the tournament yesterday, so the odds seemed good to find them there.
 


 Eventually he found his way to the palace grounds. The high walls surrounding the palace were high – far too high for him to jump. Guards were at the gates, and some were even walking along the exterior, causing Alec to cross the street. He continued his circumnavigation, and as he finally rounded a distant corner, the smell of stables wafted over the wall.
 


 He felt relief that he had at least found the part of the palace grounds most likely to be the home of the restorers. And as he watched a wagon full of bales of hay roll steadily behind a pair of oxen, he saw his way to get inside the palace. He ran to the back of the wagon and jumped in, then wormed his way inside and pulled hay over top to hide him as the wagon turned into a gateway.
 


 “I can’t say it’s exciting to bring this hay in every day, but it’s better than having to haul the manure out,” the elderly wagoneer told the guard as they rolled into the palace grounds. Alec waited several seconds, then cautiously raised his head and looked around. The wagon appeared to be in a small farm, with pastures on each side and trees lining the lane, which led to a large collection of the imperial barns and stables. Not seeing anyone watching, Alec jumped out of the wagon and ran to a tree trunk, jumping up and climbing rapidly into the concealing leaves above.
 


 He watched the wagon rumble away, then he started to look around, trying to figure out where the restorers might be. The sun was starting to set, and as he had no luck in locating the herd of precious animals, he sat still and considered his options. He decided to wait until sundown, and to then take advantage of the evening darkness to cover his exploration of the grounds.
 


 Two more wagons entered as he sat in the tree, and all three wagons departed before nightfall. Alec felt his stomach grumble, and he thought of lunch, hours ago. He wished he hadn’t brought up the bath so soon; they might have eaten dessert otherwise, as Rief had so desperately looked forward to. He had promised her to treat her to that dessert someday. It was a promise he knew now he’d never be able to keep, no matter how earnestly meant it had been.
 


 The sun was falling below the horizon, and all the western sky was a brilliant red shell, glorious to behold. Alec lowered himself down a branch, and then down another, then dropped to the ground. He crouched on the grass as the top of the fiery ball fell out of sight, and true darkness began to assert its rule.
 


 He walked towards the stables, and as he reached them, a number of horses came into the stable yard. Alec ran into a nearby barn, and climbed up into the loft, where he found a knothole in the wall and peered out at the torch lit yard. A great many imperial guards were on horses, and some other non-guards were with them. A wagon was pulling up behind them bearing more guards and several sacks of freight.
 


 Alec noticed a smell, and he lifted his head away from the wall. It was the peculiar odor of the restorers, a crisp, spicy odor that immediately registered. The restorers were somewhere very close by. He climbed slowly back down out of the loft, keeping a cautious eye on the barn door as he descended. He walked through a half door to the other side of the barn, where he could just barely tell there were several stout wooden stalls lining the walls and in the center. Stumbling over a bucket in the middle of the floor he froze in monetary panic. There were sounds outside, as people apparently walked around the building. He reached into a stall and a dark shape snorted and rose from the deep shadows in the back. It was a restorer! He had found their home.
 


 Reaching into his bag, he pulled out one of the bunches of leaves he had bought at the market, and also the sugar. He heard the large animal snuffle as it stepped closer. He opened the bag of sugar, and poured some on one of the dockleaf vine leaves, then held it out under the snout of the restorer. The animal’s delicate nose sniffed, and then its lips grasped the food and drew it into its mouth. Alec felt its tongue lick his fingers and search for more snack, but he withdrew his hand and moved to the next stall. He repeated the process with that animal as well in just a few seconds. The sounds of the first two animals’ enjoyment of their food had aroused the other animals, and as Alec went from stall to stall, he had no problem giving each one a dose of the special plant he had selected.
 


 While examining the emperor’s animal at the arena during the prior day, he had noticed the strange organs, the ones that apparently created the ability to transport themselves and people from place to place. The delicate chemistry of those organs could be disrupted by consumption of the wrong foods. The dockleaf vine leaves were the most disruptive food Alec had found. Their chemistry would play havoc with the animals’ ability to transport, for months, or even permanently. The sugar had made the otherwise unappetizing leaves irresistible to the restorers, and as he moved around the barn, Alec was putting an end to their unique ability to deliver supplies and the next wave of invaders to the Dominion.
 


 A loud creak froze Alec in his tracks. He heard footsteps inside the barn, and continued to feed the animals, moving around the corner out of sight of the door. A dim light appeared, as a lantern entered the stall section of the barn, and Alec hopped into a pen with an animal, crouching down in the corner, as the animal came to him to be fed, hiding him from view.
 


 “The animals are all up. That’s unusual,” a voice commented
 


 “But they’re all alive. That’s what matters,” another voice responded.
 


 The light grew brighter as the lantern bearer turned the corner, walking down the aisle to inspect the animals where Alec was hidden. He watched the light pass directly in front of his pen, and move on, then dim as it went around the corner.
 


 “They’re all safe and sound. We’re going to post guards on all sides of the building. If I were you, I’d stay out of the eastern side courtyard,” one voice said in a confidential tone.
 


 “What’s going to happen?” the other asked.
 


 “A sorceress is going to perform her rites there, and call forth a servant to kill Tarnum when he arrives,” the first speaker said, his voice fading as they moved out of ear shot.
 


 Alec relaxed, exuberant at what he had heard. They were going to guard the building while he stayed inside and tampered with their animals. There would be no knowledge or evidence that the restorers could not travel until the day the emperor tried to use them. And Alec would be long gone by then, safely back in a Dominion no longer under the threat of invasion.
 


 He pressed his animal out of the way, and hopped out of the stall. He resumed visiting the animals, feeding each one as he came to its stall, and within an hour he had disabled every restorer in the barn, twenty-two in all.
 


 There was a scream outside, and Alec felt a deep sense of dread fall over him. The sorceress was beginning her wicked service. He heard her too-near voice call “Mosha” and heard several voices responsively answer. There was a flittering, from the bat wings he remembered so vividly he was sure, and then a chill fell on his soul and his hand grew warm, and he knew that the sorceress had called forth her demon.
 


 “Tarnum!” A voice called. “We know you’re out there. We know you mean to kill our restorers! We have called forward a demon of Mosha to kill you if you persist in this effort.
 


 “If you surrender to us and allow us to imprison you, we will not serve you up to Mosha’s demon. If you do not surrender, the demon will be given a snack to play with, the same plaything you have enjoyed these past few days, and who we have enjoyed these past few hours,” the man continued. Alec felt his heart constrict as he dreaded to hear the next words. “Your personal extension has been our guest, and we have convinced her to tell us all about you and your plans, as you can tell by our being here. She will soon be the demon’s toy.”
 


 Alec felt his stomach heave with fear and pain. He knelt and heaved convulsively, his empty stomach not able to disgorge anything though his mind and body were trembling. He knew that he was going to go out into the courtyard to try to free Rief by battling a demon. And he knew that he expected to die trying.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 30 – The Unwinnable Fight
 

 


 


 “No, Tarnum, No!” he heard a woman’s scream abruptly cut off. Rief was truly out there in the yard.
 


 Alec crouched and took a deep breath, trying to evaluate the situation. He did not believe he could kill this thing from some hellish dimension. He could only hope to find Rief and free her, then make his escape using John Mark’s jar of enchanted dust. He felt his heart rate slowing down, and his trembles diminished; he remembered the tomb in John Mark’s cave, and the victory over fear and darkness that he now understood Jesus provided. Whatever the outcome here, he had already taken care of the restorers, and he would try his best to rescue his friend. He climbed back up into the hay loft so that he could look out over the court yard and get a better perspective of where Rief might be.
 


 He returned to the knothole and peered out. He could see the demon, pacing and snarling, revolting in its ugliness and evil. And farther from where he was observing, not twenty feet away from the monster, surrounded by a half dozen unhappy looking guards, lay Rief on the ground. It was evident to Alec that she had been horribly mistreated, and his heart flared up in anger.
 


 He looked at the scene. The monster was unpleasantly close to him, but neither it nor anyone else was looking up at his hiding place, he was thankful to see. The sorceress was to the right with a handful of guards around her, and Reast and Cander as well, he was shocked to see. On the left were three men clothed in black, apparently additional sorcerers who could help salvage the situation if it turned in the wrong direction. And across from him was the one he cared about, Rief, with the monster between him and her. His hand felt painfully warm, aware of the presence of the evil being so near by.
 


 There was no good way for him to get to Rief, run with her, and flee back to John Mark. “Tarnum,” one of the guards called, turning in all directions and repeating the name. “You have one minute until your pet become’s Mosha’s pet’s pet,” the man laughed sullenly. He motioned to the guards around her, and they roughly raised her, holding her upright to push towards where the demon paced
 


 Alec rapidly moved over to where a door opened from the loft. He quietly pulled the latch and cracked it open slightly. He pulled his sword from his sheath to prepare himself for whatever he was about to do. “Tarnum, it’s your fault now. You had a chance to save her,” the guard leader called, and he motioned for the other guards to push Rief towards the demon. The monster was focused on her, its back to Alec.
 


 Rief began screaming uncontrollably, and all eyes were on her. Alec said a prayer. He believed, he had to believe, that God and John Mark would not have sent him to this place, nor let him enter such a situation if he could not survive, no matter how long the odds or how bleak the situation. With that, Alec took the bag off his shoulder and laid it safely aside, then kicked the door open and sprang out into the air. He had his warrior powers engaged to the greatest degree he could manage, thankful for not having wasted any energy earlier in the day. He flew through the air and began to descend, landing squarely on the back of the demon, and plunging his sword into its back, burying the blade to the hilt.
 


 All the observers screamed in terror at the unexpected event in the tense situation, and the demon roared in anger and pain at this inexplicable attack. The monster reacted with unbelievable quickness, shaking itself and reaching around to grab its attacker. Alec pulled his sword out immediately, and as the monster shook, he slid down its back to the ground. He stabbed its foot, the sword running through the flesh and into the ground, then he quickly removed it and rolled off to the right, near where the sorceress stood, appalled by this eruption of the unexpected violence at her demonic rite.
 


 The monster turned to its left, but didn’t find Alec, then turned right and saw him standing in defiance. It gave a roar that deafened those present, and turned towards Alec, then dove with incredible speed at him. He jumped up in the air, avoiding capture, and as he flew over he swung his blade down across the skull of the demon, cutting off an ear. He landed on its back and jumped again, landing next to Rief. He pulled out his dagger, sliced the bindings on her hands, then dropped the knife beside her and ran further to the left, near the three sorcerers who stood waiting to act if needed.
 


 The demon was bawling with fury at Alec’s strikes against it. It stared at him with profound malignance. For long moments it didn’t move, and Alec caught his breath. Then the creature, took a deep breath, and spit out a cloud of bats, that all flew straight at Alec’s head. He swung his sword in rapid motions around his head, slicing the flying creatures apart as they circled him. Seeing that its attack was being thwarted, the demon ran at Alec again, and he backed up, almost stepping among the sorcerers. They scattered, and one of them became the new target of the remaining bats.
 


 Alec held his sword low, and swung at the claws of the demon, striking each attempt to grab or hit him, and inflicting injuries that further angered the ugly creature, though they did no lasting damage. The creature paused, and stepped back, and Alec could tell another frightful attack was about to happen. He ran forward and poked his sword at its thigh to distract it, but as he skipped back, his warrior powers suffered one of their mysterious Michian disruptions and quit on him. The demon swiped a paw at him as he realized he was without his energy, and he stumbled on the ground momentarily, allowing the monster to rake his shirt and chest, ripping the fabric and drawing blood from, deep, burningly painful gouges.
 


 “Tarnum, healer!” Rief called out, and Alec’s spirits rose slightly at the tone of compassion in her voice, even as he faced now certain doom without his energies. He circled slowly to his right, striking at any threat from the demon, then stopped, and darted back to his left, trying to keep the creature off balance. It suddenly moved towards him with greater speed than he had seen before, just as his warrior energies ignited again, and he dove away, but not before it bit into his left foot, then clamped down to get a firm grip. It lifted and started to shake its head wildly, and Alec felt himself pulled upward and whipped painfully back and forth. He threw his sword into its chest, then swung himself forward so that he rose up, and as the demon opened its mouth to scream in pain from his sword, his momentum carried him up over its head and onto its back.
 


 He let his momentum carry him, and he slid down its back to land in a heap on the ground by Rief, momentarily dazed. “Get up healer! Get up, please,” she said urgently, and she reached out a hand to shake him. The demon was still frantically bellowing, but was using its claws to pull the sword out of its chest.
 


 Alec sat up, grabbed the dagger he had left with Rief, and flung it at one of the imperial guards behind her. He sunk the weapon in the man’s chest, then rose up and hobbled over to the falling body. He could tell his energies were starting to ebb in a natural way, not the abrupt fashion he experienced and feared in Michian, and the injuries he was sustaining were painfully inhibiting his ability to fight.
 


 Alec grabbed the sword of the dead man, pulled the dagger from his chest and another from his belt sheath. He returned to Rief’s side, just as the demon freed the sword from its body and threw it aside. “Can you walk or run?” Alec asked Rief, angered by the many wounds he saw inflicted on her flesh.
 


 “Yes, healer, a little,” she answered.
 


 “As soon as I distract the demon to look at me over there,” he pointed towards the sorceress, “you run over into the barn and climb up into the hay loft. Wait for me there,” he told her, then limped out into the center of the yard, as the unstoppable creature began to stalk him again.
 


 Alec slowly gave way, backing up step by hurried step, while the demon walked towards him at a stately pace. Alec saw that it was now past Rief, and as she started to move towards the barn, he flung one of his daggers at the demon’s eye, then a fraction of a second later he threw the second. The monster focused on the first and knocked it aside, but was not able to recover in time to avoid the second, which cruelly pierced its left eye, blinding it on that side and causing it great pain.
 


 Alec moved to its right so it turned to see him, and removed Rief from its field of vision as she entered the barn. He picked up the dagger that had been blocked, and held it in his right hand while his borrowed sword remained in his left. The monster was watching him now from his one good eye and coming towards him fast. He braced himself on his still sound right foot, then threw the dagger at the demon’s good eye, and as it reacted to protect itself, he jumped in close and swung his captured sword with all his might at its right arm, severing the limb above the elbow. He absorbed some of the creature’s evilness and pain that was transmitted up through the metal to his sensitive hand, and he screamed at the diabolical nature that infected him momentarily.
 


 The demon too screamed in great pain, and the sorceress screamed as well, in some sympathetic connection he knew nothing about. The creature slumped to a sitting position, cradling its wound, giving Alec the opportunity to move as fast as he could into its blind spot.
 


He reached back and threw his sword blade at the heavy neck. The blade pierced it like a spear, the point poking out the other side. With his success, Alec was now weaponless, he was injured, and the last vestige of his powers had faded away.
 


 The demon though seemed horribly injured, and the crowd was frozen in terror at seeing something that had never been considered remotely thinkable. With no one to immediately pursue him, Alec stumbled into the barn, and climbed up the rickety ladder to the hayloft. On his left the light from the torches came in through the open door he had jumped out through, and he could now only crawl over to it.
 


 “Rief? Rief, come here,” he called. He found his bag, and pulled out the sealed jar.
 


 “Here I am Tarnum,” she said as she crouched down beside him, placing her hand on his. “What is happening out there?” she asked. “Oh healer!” she cried, seeing the multiple injuries he carried.
 


 Alec broke the seal on the jar. “Rief, I am going back to my world now, and I am taking you with me. Don’t argue or ask questions. Just hold on to me as tightly as you can,” he directed her.
 


 He sprinkled the dust in a wide circle around the two of them, then dropped the jar, and placed the strap of his bag around both of them. There was a terrible scream from the demon outside, and it momentarily froze him with fear. He placed his arms in a wide hug around Rief, and wrapped a leg around as well. “Here we go, dear,” he told her. “John Mark, by the power of Jesus Christ our Lord, I need your help. Please take us away,” he called.
 


 “Tarnum, what’s happening?” Rief cried out as the world began to spin, and then both the injured survivors of the horrific night passed out.
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Chapter 31 – John Mark Explains
 

 


 


 Alec awoke at some point, unable to tell when or how much later. His limbs and Rief’s were tangled together, and they were in the chamber of the cave where he had first received his healer powers two years ago. He relaxed, and laid his head back, looking up at the ceiling, and crying tears of joy that welled up and could not roll away.
 


 “Would you like to talk?” John Mark asked him, and he lifted his head to see that the saint was now in the chamber with them.
 


 Alec tried to delicately disengage himself from Rief, who looked peaceful and content in her sleep. “She won’t wake up yet, don’t worry,” John Mark told him. “Not until it’s time for her to.” Alec removed himself, and stood up. His foot felt fine, as did his chest, but when he looked down he saw ugly scars from the wounds inflicted by the demon.
 


 “I cannot complete erase the traces of the attack you received in Michian, but the power of the cave has healed you better than anything else could. Likewise,” he motioned to Rief, “your friend is also completely healed by the cave’s great energy.
 


 “Ah Alec, you make everything interesting! I never foresaw that you would try to fight a demon, let alone bring a girl back with you from the empire,” the saint said with a sigh.
 


 “It can’t be bad! She is a good person, and if I had left her there, she would have died on my account,” Alec started to object, before John Mark held up a hand.
 


 “No, Alec, it is not bad. It is just unexpected, and perhaps makes one of your next trips awkward. But what will be, will be, as the Lord wants. You did very well in Michian, Alec,” John Mark told him.
 


 “I did not know a place like that existed. Why are they so determined to invade our land?” Alec asked.
 


 “Alec, for some people, wanting more is a way of life. It is sinful, but many things are. And when an emperor wants the glory of conquest, who can talk him out of it?”
 


 “How did Mooreen become involved in this?” Alec asked.
 


 “The Locksforts traders have been long involved in the small amount of trade that makes it across the barrier between your lands, and through those trades and contacts Mooreen came to exchange letters with officials of the empire. At some point she began to help them and inform them, believing that after an invasion, her power and the strength and glory of the Locksfort family would be immensely increased. Then, as you know, they smuggled a restorer by ship all the way to Stronghold, and she came to have direct contact with the emperor,” John Mark explained.
 


 Alec reflected. He had many questions to ask, but he didn’t know which were most important. “What do I do now? How do we fight this invasion?” he said at length.
 


 “You must rally all the armies of the Dominion together, and take them all to the far southern mountains of Bondell, where the invaders are beginning their attack on your land. Your next two missions will give you the ability to set all armies in motion towards that goal,” John Mark said. “I am at a loss though to know how your visitor fits into these trips.”
 


 “She can travel with me here in the Dominion, and be under my protection,” Alec said sharply, seeing no problem. “Is she a healer ingenaire because she is here in the cave now?”
 


 She is almost. She did not enter through the traditional door, and has not been cleansed by the waters of the spring, to prepare her for this experience. She has the knowledge, but not the power, nor the faith yet,” he added sadly. “You may take her to the entrance and let her sins be washed away after your next trip, if you wish,” the saint said. “And hope that she finds faith.”
 


 “What is my next trip?” Alec asked simply.
 


 “Today you will travel back in time to an evening in the Pale Mountains, to visit a small group of travelers who have camped in the forest. You will tell three of them that they must turn around immediately and return to Goldenfields to alert the Duke to the invasion in Bondell’s southern mountains. Goldenfields must send a great army to help its ally. After you send them as your messenger to the Duke, you will return here, and we will send you on your third and final mission, to prepare to rally the other armies of the Dominion to also go to Bondell to fight against the imperial forces,” the saint told him.
 


 “Those seem much easier than the last trip!” Alec said with a smile.
 


 “They should be,” John Mark agreed. “Although your friend’s appearance makes some of the purposes of these trips less likely than I expected. If you are ready, I will awaken your companion, and we will begin. Here is your jar of dust for your return to this cave,” he handed Alec another container. “And if you think prudent, you could ask your companions to take charge of Rief on this trip so that she will not be involved in your third trip.”
 


 “Why shouldn’t she go on the third trip?” Alec asked.
 


 “She may hinder your mission if she is with you. She will possibly change the dynamics,” John Mark said.
 


 “I do not think that I can bring her to the Dominion and then abandon her to the care of strangers. Her life has had enough upheaval now already,” Alec answered immediately.
 


 “You are welcome to do as seems best to you, Alec,” John Mark told him.
 


 Rief yawned, and Alec turned to look at her. He went over and stooped down beside her, looking at her closely. All the bruises, the cuts, and the worse physical injuries had been healed. He hoped her mind and spirit were just as easily cured of the harm she had suffered at the hands of the imperial forces. She looked up, and Alec looked into her eyes. “Tarnum,” she said sleepily, then awakened to the reality of their situation. “Oh healer! Are we safe? Are we free?” And at that moment, as she sat up and she and Alec hugged, they were transported out of the cave.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 32 – A visit with Friends
 

 


 


 Rief screamed in shock as the cave around them became a forest at night. “Tarnum, what happened? Where are we?”
 


 “Sshhh,” Alec tried to calm her. “Everything is okay. This is part of a plan. We are safe, and we are going to remain safe. How do you feel?” he asked.
 


 “I don’t understand anything. But I feel fine. And I know that you fought a battle with a demon to save me! I am so sorry that I ever doubted you. You are just the man I have known, so brave and considerate,” her lips found his, and to his surprise, his lips responded warmly.
 


 He heard a twig snap, and his head jerked up. He used his ingenaire powers to detect the sound of someone several yards away. Beyond the person there was a campfire in the distance, and he suddenly knew where he was. In the dim starlight under the forest canopy, Alec could tell that the person on watch approaching them was too large to be Kinsey. It was either Delle or Armilla.
 


 “Armilla? Is that you?” he called out in a hoarse whisper, disengaging from Rief and placing himself in a position to between her and the watcher in the woods.
 


 “What is it healer? Is there someone out there?” Rief asked.
 


 “Armilla? Is that you? Delle, is it you? It’s me Alec. I need to talk to you,” Alec said in a louder voice.
 


 The other person was motionless. Alec took a step forward, moving cautiously. “Armilla, I remember when we were in Goldenfields, riding back to our camp after one of the Duke’s balls, and you told me I needed to have friends my own age, to live some of what life was supposed to be with friends. You were right, Armilla. Is that you?” he asked again.
 


 “Come no closer,” Armilla’s voice called. “Alec is sound asleep in a blanket behind me. I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know how you knew that story. But you’re not Alec.”
 


 “Armilla. Remember how I can travel through time sometimes. That can let me be in two places at once, or in the same place twice at once,” Alec tried to explain. “This is something like that. I and a friend have traveled back here from the future to talk to you. I have a critical message I need to share.”
 


 “Armilla, when you and Delle and Kinsey caught up with me a month ago outside the ruined white city by the river, you didn’t get your boots wet wading into the river to see me,” Alec told her. “And you didn’t try to beat me to a pulp for running away again.”
 


 “If you’re Alec, tell me, who do you love, Bethany or Imelda?” Armilla challenged him.
 


 Alec stood in silence, digesting the unexpected question.
 


 “Do you have an answer, imposter?” Armilla’s voice called out after several seconds of silence.
 


 “I do not know,” Alec said. “I love them both, but neither of them loves me, so it doesn’t matter. Bethany moved on to Tritos when I was gone so long. She told me so herself, when we were in Oyster Bay. And Imelda refused me, you know that. She left me a note that said she was going to go have fun fighting in Bondell.”
 


 “Alec, you fool, she does care for you, but she felt honor-bound to give Bethany first choice,” Armilla said. “Who do you have with you?” she asked.
 


 My name is Rief,” the girl spoke up for herself. “I am the personal extension of the healer Tarnum. And I love him, even if none of your foolish women here know how to value a man like this.”
 


 There was a long moment of stunned silence from all of them. “Why does she speak with an accent like that, where is she from, and boy, you work fast, don’t you?” Armilla asked with sarcasm in her voice, and she stepped forward to embrace Alec tightly. “Come back to the campfire so we can see each other and talk.”
 


 “I mustn’t awaken the other me, the one that is sleeping over there,” Alec told her. “Rief, come here please,” he called, and she was there beside him in two steps.
 


 “Armilla, this is Rief, a girl I met in a great land far away, the Michian empire. Rief, this is Armilla, my bodyguard,” Alec tried to introduce them.
 


 “You don’t need a bodyguard!” Rief said in indignation. “Anyone who can slay a demon can scarcely need a bodyguard! And where was she when you really needed her?”
 


 Alec heard Armilla’s sharp intake of breath, and he mentally moaned. “Let’s move a little closer to the campfire, and you can get Kinsey and Delle to come over and hear my story,” he said, and he took Rief’s hand to lead her towards the open area near the campfire. “Armilla, you go first to introduce me,” he suggested.
 


 “Alec, you need no introduction,” Armilla said tartly. “Kinsey,” she called out in a louder voice. “Kinsey, are you still awake?”
 


 A moment later a voice responded. “Yes, Armilla,” as they arrived within several feet of the campfire. “Who’s that with you?” she asked in a sharper tone.
 


 “Stay here,” Armilla ordered Alec. She stepped forward. “Put some more wood on the fire and come over here. I need your judgment on these people,” she said more softly.
 


 Kinsey stood up and did as ordered, approaching cautiously. “Oh my Lord! How can this be? How can it be?” she said as she got within ten feet. “Alec you’re double!” she ran over and poked a finger in his chest, not believing in his physical presence. “You’re healed! Oh, but you’re different. I can feel how happy you are to have your powers back. But how can there be two of you?” she asked.
 


 “Oh Alec,” she said in a softer voice, “what have you felt? Oh why would you do that? Let me see your hand.” She reached for his left hand, which had called to her Spiritual powers, and she took the glove off. She touched his flesh with her own as she opened the palm, and Alec felt the burst of a brief, powerful exchange of spiritual knowledge of each other. She was joyful and happy and filled with a sense of the rightness of the world, although some deep sadness resided in her core. And she was becoming attached to Delle Locksfort, he realized through the momentary exchange. Both of them jumped back from the intensity of the exchange, and looked at one another.
 


 Without a word between them, Alec knew Kinsey sensed something of his experience trying to heal Christ’s body, and the unusual characteristics of his hand. “Not now, Kins. I can’t talk about it now.”
 


 She nodded her head and stepped back.
 


 “Is it really Alec?” Armilla asked Kinsey.
 


 “Yes, this is definitely Alec. And so is that,” she pointed to a sleeping figure on the far side of the campfire. “And this is someone I don’t know, but she’s completely in love with Alec.”
 


 “Healer, is that your name in this land, Alec? It’s not Tarnum?” Rief asked. “And who is this person who pretends to read minds?”
 


 “Rief, this is Kinsey. She is a spiritual ingenaire. She can detect truthfulness of words and feelings, and is a good person,” Alec introduced. “Kinsey, would you or Armilla go wake Delle, so we can tell this story to everyone at once?”
 


 Kinsey obediently strode over to the fire and shook Delle Locksfort awake, whispering and pointing. He sat up, and walked cautiously over to the small meeting on the other side of the fire. “Alec? There are two of you now? Just for the record, I’m all in favor; I think the more Alecs the better off we’ll be – ow!” he exclaimed as Armilla slapped him in the back of the head.
 


 “Stop sucking up!” she said gruffly. “I’m exasperated enough with one as it is. Having two of him would give my ulcer an ulcer.”
 


 “This is Rief,” Alec began, “and the story of how she came to be with me is extraordinary. Rief, these are three great friends,” he introduced each.
 


 “I am here with you through the direct intervention of John Mark. I’ve come back from the future, and I want you to know that when I wake up tomorrow,” he pointed over at his sleeping alternate self, “I’ll be highly upset and disturbed because you all are going to abandon me tonight.”
 


 “We’ll do no such thing!” Armilla said stoutly.
 


 “Tonight, I want to tell you about what has happened to me,” and recounted parts of the story of going to the cave, and then being sent to Michian. “They had these strange animals that can disappear, and then reappear in a different place. It’s how Mooreen escaped from the Locksfort compound when we overthrew her,” he said to Delle Locksfort.
 


 “The emperor of Michian has begun an invasion of the Dominion, using the restorers to carry troops to a place in the mountains of southern Bondell,” Alec said, and heard Kinsey’s sharp intake of breathe. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 


 “Imelda took her squad of cavalry to Bondell to go clean out bandits in the southern mountains,” she said with concern. Alec paused to consider that.
 


 “You know,” he replied, “recently the emperor was very upset. His invasion was effectively stymied by some local resistance they met in Bondell. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had a hand in that.”
 


 “Wouldn’t be surprised at all,” Armilla seconded.
 


 “I need for you three to leave tonight and start back towards Goldenfields. The Duke needs to know about this invasion, so he can send his army to Bondell to help defeat this invasion,” Alec explained. “The sooner we can rally the forces of the Dominion, the better off we’ll be. John Mark has told me that I will be sent off to the other parts of the Dominion to rally their forces. But Goldenfields is closest to Bondell and can send aid soonest.”
 


 “So we just leave right now, and tomorrow you’ll wake up alone?” Delle asked.
 


 “That’s exactly what happened to me,” he replied. “I woke up and you were gone. I looked around, and found your tracks, but no explanation for why you left.
 


 “I rode on to the cave on my own, and got to the Cave the next day, and everything happened from there.”
 


 “That’s not the whole story!” said Rief. “You haven’t told them about the emperor’s tournament, or saving his niece, or battling a demon!” she protested. 

 


 “What’s this demon story she’s mentioned?” Armilla asked.
 


 “A sorceress called forth a demon, and they threatened Tarnum, telling him unless he surrendered they were going to give me to the demon as a sacrifice. He jumped out of a barn loft onto the demon’s back and fought it for an hour to save me! And before that he fought in a tournament of the best swordsmen in the empire, and he won while using only a broken-off blade!” Rief said passionately.
 


 “You fought a demon to save this girl? You fought a demon?” Armilla asked. “Did your mother drop you on your head when you were a child? No offense, Rief,” she added. “And why does she call you by the late king’s name?”
 


 “The emperor named him that,” Rief said.
 


 The conversation was growing too unfocused for Alec. “What will happen to that sorceress, since her demon didn’t kill either you or I?” he asked to change the topic.
 


 “Whatever they do, it isn’t bad enough,” Rief said passionately.
 


 “The sorcerers do bad things, I know,” Alec began.
 


 I doubt that you do know,” Rief said, and all the others were taken aback by the venom in her voice. “Do you know what they do to maintain their powers? Do you?” she asked. Alec shook his head.
 


 “Every sorcerer and sorceress has to kill a person every day. They drink the blood and eat the heart,” Rief said angrily. “They kill slaves, usually.
 


 “My mother,” Rief began, then stopped with a sob.
 


 Kinsey’s eyes watered, and she hugged Rief for several minutes, in a way that Alec sensed was providing her spiritual powers to comfort and counsel Rief’s long-held grief.
 


Alec realized that time was passing. As Rief and Kinsey separated, he spoke up. “I think you need to pack up and go quickly to make the best time you can. You need to get away from me tonight, and then travel as fast as you can. The Duke must learn of this,” Alec chimed in.
 


 “He is telling the truth, in everything he has said. So has his companion,” Kinsey said.
 


 “I believe we must do as he asks,” she added.
 


 “I agree,” Delle said quickly.
 


 “So do I,” Armilla agreed. “When will we see you again, sire?”
 


 “I do not know everything John Mark has planned for me, Armilla, but I hope we will all meet again in Bondell with our armies prepared to defend the Dominion from invasion,” Alec said. “And I will miss you all until then. You have been such good friends, to come all this way for me.
 


 “Rief, I do not know what my next trip will be precisely,” Alec said, remembering John Mark’s words about her unexpected involvement. “If you wish to ride back with these people now, you will have a safe journey, and an opportunity to learn more about the Dominion from them.”
 


 “Are you asking me to leave you, master?” Rief asked, a note of fear in her voice.
 


 “Oh sweetie, don’t ever call him master. His head is swollen with too many other titles already,” Armilla quickly said. “But we will accept you as a welcome companion on our journey.”
 


 “He is my master. I am his slave. His personal slave. A personal extension is the most intimate of slave relationship in the empire. Anything he needs or asks for, I am to provide,” she said.
 


 “You’ve got a pretty girl for your personal slave?” Delle asked
 


 “You have a slave?” Kinsey asked.
 


 “No, not really. Not now,” Alec said. “In the empire, they all had slaves, and Rief needed someone who wouldn’t take advantage of her, and I needed her because I couldn’t talk,” Alec tried to explain.
 


 “But Rief, we do not have slavery in the Dominion. You are not a slave to me anymore. Any time you want to leave me you can,” he told her.
 


 “Do you want me to leave you?” she asked, looking directly in his face.
 


 “No. Rief, I want you to go on this next journey with me,” he answered.
 


 “Then why did you bring all this up?” Armilla asked.
 


 “Never mind. Please stand back so that Rief and I can return to John Mark’s cave,” Alec said, reaching into his bag. He pulled out the jar of dust, and spread it in a circle. “Good bye, and please tell our friends I miss them all,” Alec called. He clasped Rief in his arms. “John Mark, we are ready to return,” he said, and they abruptly disappeared, leaving only another spot of darkness in the evening.
 


 “I believed what he told us, but that act sure confirms it,” Delle said.
 


 “Let’s get packing and make our way back to Goldenfields,” Armilla said, and the three stood to begin their new journey.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 33 – Rief the Healer
 

 


 


 Alec and Rief were back in the dim recesses of the Cave of John Mark. The saint stood waiting for them as they reacted to their arrival.
 


 “Tarnum, you don’t live a quiet life, do you?” Rief asked.
 


 “I would be happy to try. Prophet,” Alec addressed John Mark, “what are the odds I’ll ever get to live a quiet life?”
 


 “Your time will come, Alec, but remember, all things are relative,” he answered.
 


 “Would like to introduce me to your friend?” he asked.
 


 Alec managed to make the exchange seem relatively ordinary. “Rief, this is John Mark. Prophet, this is Rief, my slave,” he spoke with more flippancy than he would have thought he could muster under the circumstances.
 


 Rief dug a sharp elbow into his ribs, and he grunted from the unexpected shot. “John Mark, I am Rief, from the Michian empire, and am unfortunately indebted to your friend, so I must act friendly towards him,” she said.
 


 “Rief, I am John Mark, a figure of veneration for many people in our Dominion, but just an occasional afterthought for Alec here,” the prophet replied.
 


 “What is a figure of veneration?” she asked.
 


 “He’s the ghost of a prophet who came to our land a thousand years ago and spread the news of the Christian faith,” Alec answered promptly, disturbed by such casual merriment in such a holy place, even though he had started it himself. “Rief’s mother is a Christian, and she said many slaves are in the Michian empire.”
 


 “Over the generations, many people from the Dominion have been enslaved in Michian, and they took their faith with them,” John Mark affirmed. “It spread throughout the slave culture, whether from here or not.”
 


 “May I take Rief down to the opening of the cave, so that she may become a healer?” Alec asked.
 


 “Have you asked her if she wants to?” John Mark replied.
 


 Alec took a deep breath and turned to Rief, but she spoke first. “We really need to have a talk soon,” she spoke first. “I have no idea yet who you are or what you’re doing, or why you socialize with such unusual people!” Alec laughed at her good nature, and the clever way she had used humor to reinforce John Mark’s point that he should talk to her.
 


 “Over two years ago, I was an ordinary orphan boy, and happened to stumble into this cave, almost by accident. By coming here, I was given miraculous healing powers, as you’ve seen,” he explained. “Now that you are here, we can take you though the cave, and you too will have the healer ingenaire powers that I have.”
 


 “Tarnum, are you saying that I will be able to touch people and take away their pain, the way you do?” Rief asked, her eyes large.
 


 “Yes, with faith and practice and training. Entering this cave gives you the gift, but it is yours to develop,” Alec explained.
 


 “And will you train me? You know what to do, and you do it so well,” Rief asked.
 


 “Rief, I want to train you, but I will make no promises for now. So many, many things have happened in my life in recent months, I have left a great many promises unfilled,” he answered, thinking of how he had failed to train Cassie in healing powers, and suddenly knowing that he had truly left many broken promises in his path as fate had pulled him throughout the Dominion and beyond.
 


 “That is good enough for me, healer. Take me to your special place so that I can share your powers,” Rief said with a warm smile.
 


 “John Mark, we’ll be back in just a little while, and then we can take our third journey,” Alec promised the ghost of the prophet. He led Rief through the door to the bottom of the endless staircase. “We have to climb these stairs,” he told her, and took the first steps to begin the trip.
 


 “Who was Kinsey, the girl who could read minds?” Rief asked. “I know what you told me, but how did you come to know her? She seemed very close to you.”
 


 Alec though about how to answer the question. They had a long climb to make, so he felt he had time to give a long answer. “The capitol city of the Dominion is Oyster Bay. It is where the king’s palace is. There is a hill there called Ingenairii Hill, where all the people who have special powers live. Well, most of them, and probably all of them at least pass through there for training and socializing during their lives.
 


 “There are many ingenairii. Some make plants grow, some make water flow, some bend metal and others bend light. That is where I went for my training to learn to be a warrior ingenaire, and that is where I first met Kinsey, although I didn’t really know her very well there.” He thought back to the night he had almost kissed Bethany on the beach; the night he had saved Cassie’s life after she drowned. Kinsey had been there, unknown to him.
 


 “I really only got to know Kinsey later. After I left Oyster Bay, there was a civil war among the ingenairii, and my friends lost. Many of them, especially the young ones like you and I, came to the city I lived in then, Goldenfields. Kinsey was part of that group, but I still didn’t know her terribly well. But then we fought a war with the lacertii, and Kinsey and I were in a group that fought together ambushing lacertii supply ships, and I got to know her very well there. She is more than a sister to me. Her spiritual ingenairii powers are,” he paused as he searched for a word, “peculiar. They seem to really give her a special sense of me, more than other people. I trust her judgment, and listen to her advice.
 


 “She is special because she can see the worst of me and still love me as a person,” he stopped talking, struck by the truth of something he was just figuring out.
 


 “And who is Delle? He was quiet, but seemed nice?” Rief asked, breathing heavy as they climbed the stairs.
 


 “I went to a city called Stronghold, which is a rival of my city, Goldenfields. My friend, Noranda, was buried in their catacombs, but I could bring her back to life, so I was trying to find a way to get in and rescue her, and some folks helped me, while others fought me. Mooreen, the emperor’s friend, was one of those who fought me, and Delle was one of those who helped me. Delle’s side won, and Noranda was rescued. Then when we came to fight the war against the lacertii, Delle brought soldiers to help.”
 


 “And Armilla? Is she your evil aunt?” Rief asked with a smile.
 


 “When I first became the crown protector, the palace guard named her as my special body guard. She would be great, except I keep sneaking away from her. She does try to be a little bit of an aunt or a mom, I think,” he said. “And I love her dearly.”
 


 “Who,” Rief paused to take a deep breath. “Who are Imelda and Bethany, the girls who would not love you?” she hesitated as she spoke, hoping the question sounded more nonchalant than it felt.
 


 Alec looked at her. “It was much easier to walk down these steps than it is to climb up them, I can tell you that. There’s no real point in talking about Bethany and Imelda. You heard me tell Armilla; they’ve rejected me and gone on with their lives. They probably made the right decision.” he fell silent.
 


 “You know I’ll never reject you, I promise, Tarnum,” Rief said softly.
 


 Alec stopped on a step, and Rief came up next to him. “I know you mean that. And I know how good you are, and I heard Kinsey say you were truthful in the things you said at the campfire. But just a day ago, you walked away from me in the farmers market square, so you could go back to the life you lived, and I don’t blame you,” he watched as Rief winced.
 


 “Let me tell you a story. There was a poor fishing village, and a girl lived in a filthy hut in the village. She had no legs, and could not walk, and had no friends,” Alec told. “One day I came and rescued her, and made her legs grow. She learned to walk and dance, and she was a beautiful girl, but as I treated her, we had to open our hearts to one another; she saw everything in my heart, and I saw things in her heart, and we’ve never been as close ever since.”
 


 “What is the relevance of that story?” Rief demanded.
 


 “I imagine you will learn too much about me, or I’ll fail to keep a promise and someday you’ll want to walk away. So I don’t want to grow too dear and precious to you in the meantime, assuming I might,” Alec told her. “Right now, my heart needs to heal, and I need to just focus on the great job ahead to protect the Dominion.”
 


 “You take yourself pretty seriously now, don’t you healer? I think I liked you better when you were mute,” Rief said shortly, and she started climbing the steps again, moving vigorously up ahead of Alec. They continued on in silence for much of the climb thereafter.
 


 Alec mulled her sharp retort, and admitted to himself that his words had been pompous. He looked up ahead at Rief, seeing the laborious steps she was taking, and felt the pain in his own thighs from the constant pumping up and down. And he saw something that brightened his heart. “Rief, stop! Rief, wait,” he called.
 


 Her feet stopped lifting, and she turned, waiting on a stair. Alec stepped up. “I’m sorry for what I said back there. It didn’t come out right. You are beautiful, you’ve got a good personality, you have been devoted to me, and you are going to be happy here in the Dominion,” he told her. “Here’s the second reason I asked you to stop,” he reached his hands around behind her and placed them on the backs of her thighs, using his healing power to take away the sting and pain from the long climb.
 


 “Oh Tarnum, thank you! That is so much better. How much farther do you think we have to go?” she asked.
 


 “The third thing I wanted to tell you is that I see the top of the stairs up ahead. The end is in sight!” he promptly answered.
 


 “Wonderful! These are all good. What’s the fourth thing you want to tell me? You’re on a roll now, so you might as well keep winning your way back into my good graces,” she said playfully.
 


 “Well, I don’t want to use up all my good will at once,” he replied. “Let’s keep going.” She stuck her tongue out at him, but promptly started to climb again.
 


 Minutes later they reached the top of the cavern, and stood silently gazing at the watery chamber. “Come on!” Alec urged. “I think we should go out, then come back in, and climb down the steps back to the chamber.”
 


 “What? We’re going to climb right back down those steps?” Rief squawked indignantly.
 


 “Let’s go,” Alec urged ignoring his companion’s understandable reaction.
 


 He reached out and took her hand, leading her across the watery floor, and stopping in front of the curtain of falling water. He held out his hand, palm facing towards the water, and light appeared behind it as the round door smoothly glided open.
 


 Holding her hand, Alec led Rief into the waterfall. “Oh healer,” Rief began, but fell silent as the water poured down on her. Alec felt again the tingle of energy and cleansing as they stepped through the shower and the doorway into a bright, breezy day. “”Oh healer!” Rief cried. “I feel so, so pure!” she loudly called out. She placed both hands on Alec’s cheeks and soundly kissed him. “And look at this view!” she walked to the edge of the stony floor and looked out over the Pale Mountains.
 


 “What do we do now?” she asked him.
 


 “We go back in, and go back to the chamber,” he said simply. Facing the door again, Alec opened it, and motioned for Rief to precede him. Again they stepped through the waterfall, and again they felt the cleansing emotions.
 


 Rief stood still within the cavern, staring in amazement, as did Alec.
 


 The long stairway no longer descended into the depths of the mountain, but instead climbed upward towards some different unseen destination.
 


 “How did that happen?” Rief whispered.
 


 “I don’t know,” Alec admitted. “But I’m glad it did,” he dreaded descending down to the cavern where the tomb lay.
 


 “And all this writing? Why is it here?” Rief also asked.
 


 Alec looked at her in astonishment. “It was always here.”
 


 “No it wasn’t! I was just in here with you,” Rief retorted.
 


 “I saw it when we were climbing. I didn’t realize you couldn’t see it. I saw it the other times I came in through the door too. Maybe you have to be bathed and cleansed by the water to have the vision to see it?” he pondered.
 


 “Now we’ve got to climb again? You promised we’d get to go down the stairs on the way back,” Rief said, looking at the long flight of stairs leading up into the darkness.
 


 “I told you before, I break promises,” he answered. “But I was much happier with the first time I came here and climbed up the stairs to a chamber. It is a more pleasant place,” he spoke. “It is more appropriate for raising your spirits by climbing upward. Let’s start going.”
 


 “As long as you’ll treat my legs again,” Rief cajoled him, and they began climbing.
 


 The journey was slow, as Rief stopped to look at the drawings and writings along the way. “There is so much here,” she murmured, in a low voice spoken to herself, not to Alec.
 


 Their long climb continued, and Alec did at one point stop to relieve the strain they both felt in their legs. They finally spotted the top of the stairs, and Rief increased her pace to reach the top.
 


 “We have spent all day climbing stairs! I am famished,” she told Alec, standing with her hands on her knees and breathing hard.
 


 Alec did not respond immediately as he too caught his breath. Then he motioned to the door. “Rief, you must open the door and walk into the chamber within, and you will have gained the power to be a healer ingenaire. And we will be able to talk forever about healing and ingenairii,” he told her. He placed a hand on her back and gently pushed her forward towards the door.
 


 Rief placed her hand on the door knob, then turned to face Alec, with an expression that was wistful or something else Alec couldn’t comprehend. He heard her murmur something to herself, then the handle clicked, the door opened, and as she entered the room a bright flash took place.
 


 “I can’t see, healer!” she said in distress. Alec waited two seconds, then stepped into the room with her and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Neither could I for the first few seconds,” he comforted her. “Just wait for it to pass.”
 


 “Oh,” she said moments later, “I can see again.” She walked forward, and together she and Alec looked out the window at the breathtaking sunset scenery that was visible from their lofty elevation.
 


 “It’s an inspiring view, isn’t?” John Mark said conversationally from behind them. “Now, are you ready to go on your third journey?”
 


 Alec looked at Rief, as she drank in the new visionary power she had. He’d come to take it for granted, he realized. “In just a moment,” he replied to the prophet, letting Rief have a moment more of wonder.
 


 The prophet walked over to stand beside them, and handed Alec another small jar. “Here is your way back to this cave. When you return, it will be the morning after you first arrived here Alec, and your horse will still be tied to a branch down near the river. Are you ready to go?”
 


 Rief stood next to Alec, and put her arms around him. “What are we going to do? Where are we going?” he asked quickly as John Mark backed away.
 


 “You will know when you see the person you are supposed to bring back here with you,” he answered, and the cave around them disappeared.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 34 – Arrival in Frame
 

 


 


 They were standing in an alley, in the late afternoon, in a busy town. There was traffic on a street a short distance away. “Where are we healer?” Rief asked Alec immediately.
 


 “I don’t know, healer,” he replied with a smile.
 


 “Oh,” she grinned at the new application of the title. “I’ll have to call you something else. Shall I call you Alec, as everyone else in the Dominion does?”
 


 “Call me whatever your heart desires,” Alec said, focusing more on the people walking past the alley entrance. “Come on, let’s go,” he pulled her behind him. Where were they this time, he wondered? It wasn’t a lacertii city, he could see, but whether it was the Dominion or Michian or some other strange society, he wasn’t about to predict.
 


 They stopped on the street, and Alec grabbed Rief’s hand to firmly hold her as pedestrians walked past in heavy numbers. “Let’s go this way,” he urged, following the flow of traffic. He tried to evaluate all the information he could find. They were in a dirty section of the city, and the people were mostly working class or lower, it appeared. He and Rief still wore robes, which stood out among the dresses and pants everyone else wore. The air had a smell he could not identify, but which triggered his mind, and his unconscious mulled it as he kept swiveling his head to look in all directions.
 


 “Tanneries,” Alec said suddenly.
 


 “What?” Rief asked.
 


 “I smell tanneries. Do you small that?” he asked.
 


 “That bad smell?” Rief asked.
 


 “Yes. We surely aren’t in Frame, are we?” he asked out loud. “Follow me,” and he began to pick up the pace of travel, heading towards a major intersection. When he arrived there he looked left and right. “We are in Frame,” he said. “That building down there,” he pointed at a far-away bell tower, “is the cathedral. And the tanneries are down this way by the river,” he pointed. “Let’s go see,” he commanded, and Rief was dragged along in his wake.
 


 “Here,” he said ten minutes later. They were within sight of the river. “This building is a tannery. When I left the orphanage, I worked here for months. It was an awful place to work. I ran away to join a carnival, and that’s what took me to the Pale Mountains,” he explained, looking up at the grim brick walls while Rief looked at him.
 


 “Where is the orphanage?” she asked. “Is it here as well, in this city?”
 


 “This city is Frame, and yes, it is here,” he answered.
 


 “May we go visit it?” she asked.
 


 Alec looked away from the building to look at the girl.
 


 “It’s going to be night soon. Why don’t we go to the bank to get some money, then go to an inn to get a room for the night, and to get something to eat? The orphanage will still be there, and we can not only go visit, but you and I can heal the children,” he suggested to her.
 


 At the mention of food her stomach rumbled loudly, and she smiled. “You can go to a bank here? If you are the king of this land, why not go to a palace?”
 


 “Well, I’m not the king, I’m just supposed to protect the crown, and the king doesn’t have a palace here. But I do have money in the bank,” he pulled her arm, and she started walking with him. “And once we have money, we can buy some clothes too, so we don’t stand out so much,” he added.
 


 Rief looked at the other people they passed, examining their clothes. “Come in here,” he told her minutes later, as they arrived in a nicer part of town.
 


 “What is this place?” she asked.
 


 “This is the Pierpont Bank,” he explained, and began talking to a teller, who called over a manager, who took Alec and Rief to an office, where she asked several questions as she looked over papers. Soon they had enough money to satisfy Alec, and he asked a question before they departed. “What is the nicest hotel in town?”
 


 “That would be the Golden Bough Inn, down the street on the main square,” the manager replied.
 


 “We’d like two rooms,” Alec told the desk clerk at the Golden Bough a few minutes later.
 


 “We only have one room available sir, but it’s quite spacious,” the clerk politely responded.
 


 Alec looked at Rief. “It’s not like we haven’t been sharing a room?” she said as she shrugged her shoulders, and he placed coins on the counter to take the room. “We’d like to buy some new clothes,” Alec mentioned to the clerk. “Where can we go to buy some?”
 


 “Around the square, and a block north, there are two nice tailor shops,” the man replied, as he handed Alec his key. “They will still be open a little while. If you hurry, you can get service tonight,” he seemed to think their attire called for prompt replacement.
 


 With that they were out the door, and crossing the square. Minutes later, Bethany entered the inn, and picked up her key. “Madam Ingenaire, how was your day today?” the clerk asked, always eager to speak to the pretty ingenaire.
 


 “We finally got started on some real work today,” Bethany said cheerfully. Her project had been put on hold for three days as the population celebrated the reports of a great victory by the Dominion armies. Goldenfields was safe from lacertii invasion, and though Frame was not a particular ally of Goldenfields, the city had contributed soldiers to the crown protector’s army that had fought the lacertii far out in the eastern wilderness.
 


 Bethany was glad for the victory, fond as she was of Goldenfields and many people there. Though her heart had broken in Goldenfields when Alec had seemingly abandoned her, she held no grudge against the city. She hoped that Imelda and all the soldiers and ingenairii fighting for the Duke were safe, and she hoped even more that Alec was safe as well. The very dim dream of some type of reconciliation with him continued to reside in the recesses of her mind.
 


 “I’ll have an early dinner tonight, I think. Working has worn me out a little, and I think I’ll go to bed early,” she said, before she passed through the lobby to enter the dining room. She had a quiet meal, then retired to her room to write notes.
 


 She had received nothing yet from Tritos, which she explained away by the uncertainty of shipping carrying mail upstream. She wrote a note to him, her second such note, short and superficial to some degree, for he didn’t share many of her interests.
 


 Next she wrote a note to Allisma, who she had thought of a great deal since hearing of the great victory in battle. Allisma had gone with the army, travelled with Alec and his band, and then stopped writing after they left Goldenfields. She’d written that Alec seemed lonely and detached, which Bethany had been interested to know.
 


 Although Allisma had not written in weeks now, Bethany wrote because she could share so much with her friend. She told her about the work she was doing, the terrible conditions she found, the people she met, the random thoughts that popped into her head, and the questions she had about a future with Tritos. And she knew that Allisma would understand and respect it all without judging her too harshly.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 35 – Rief Makes a Friend
 

 


 


 “What would you like to look at?” a lady asked Rief as Alec stood beside her. He had chosen two pairs of pants and a few shirts from the men’s shop next door, and then they had walked through the internal door to this sister shop.
 


 Rief, unfamiliar with the attire women wore in the Dominion, looked at Alec for advice. And Alec, not a strong observer of fashion, offered no help. “What would you suggest?” he asked the seamstress.
 


 When she asked questions to determine what Rief needed, she took measurements, and suggested they return in two days for several outfits. “Do you have anything I could wear for the next two days?” Rief asked, a hint of forlornness in her voice. The lady found a skirt and blouse outfit on the shelves, and they were soon out of the shop, carrying their robes under their arms and wearing their inconspicuous new clothing.
 


 “Let’s go eat; I’m starving,” Rief demanded, and Alec was happy to submit.
 


 They returned to the inn after their prolonged visit to the tailor shops, and found a quiet table by the front window, where they ate and talked. “We can walk to the orphanage from here and visit the children. You’ll enjoy healing, and I can show you how some of our talent works. I’ve gone to this orphanage before as a healer, so they won’t be caught off-guard.
 


 “And Rief, for now, please don’t tell people that we are healers or that we have ingenairii powers. I don’t know exactly who we are supposed to find, or what they will do for us. The way John Mark has sent us through time, I don’t really even know the date, now that I think of it,” he spoke in a manner that drifted into thinking out loud.
 


 “We can tell the orphanage we are healers, but after that we don’t need to tell others,” he repeated.
 


 “What do we tell them, if anyone asks?” she responded.
 


 “Tell them we’re a small trading family,” Alec answered.
 


 They finished their meal, and casually strolled out the door. “When will I have a bag of herbs like yours?” Rief asked as they walked.
 


 “As soon as you want,” he replied. “The markets will probably be open tomorrow morning, and we can get your kit together.” They soon arrived at the gates of the orphanage.
 


 “We have closed the gates for the evening,” a mature woman’s voice answered their knock at the gate.
 


 “We are healers, who have come to offer our service to your children, if we may,” Alec explained. “Is Sister Mary Alice available?”
 


 “I will ask the sister, if you don’t mind waiting here,” the voice answered.
 


 “This is where you grew up? How young were you when you came here?” Rief asked.
 


 “I came here as just an infant. One sister gave me a chain with a jeweled letter “T” on it. She said it belonged to my mother. That’s all I had,” Alec answered.
 


 “What happened to it?” Rief pressed.
 


 “It was taken from me when Mooreen held me captive in her prison,” Alec explained.
 


 “Well, if your mother had jewels, she wasn’t just a peasant girl. What a mystery,” Rief said. A sudden grating sound occurred, and Sister Mary Alice opened the gate for them to enter.
 


 “Welcome back, Alec. When I was told it was a healer, I knew it could only be you!” she said graciously holding out a hand. “And who is your friend?”
 


 “This young lady is Rief, an apprentice healer, who is here to help me look after the children,” he answered as they began walking.
 


 “It’s rather late. Would you be able to look at the older children tonight, and then come back tomorrow to see the rest?” the sister asked.
 


 “That should not be any problem,” Alec answered.
 


 “Will you be here another day longer? We could invite Sister Magdaline to come down from the convent and to visit. You know she wants to see you so much,” Mary Alice explained.
 


 They began walking towards the children’s quarters. “Unless something else happens, I would be very happy to see the sister again,” Alec assured her.
 


 “Rief, we are very thankful for you coming to join us as well. Alec has been kind to us in his attention,” Mary Alice said as they reached the dining hall. Alec and Rief went in to set up a corner, and the nun left to organize the oldest children for their exams.
 


 As the children arrived, Alec told Rief, “Look at each one with your health vision, and tell me what you think their afflictions are, and how to heal them.”
 


 “I will,” she agreed.
 


 “Do you remember me?” a red-headed girl came bounding up as the first pupil, speaking to Alec.
 


 “I do remember you! You had a cough, and I came back a second time to give you the rest of your medicine,” Alec answered, sitting down beside her.
 


 “This is a healthy young lady,” Rief said. “But she should drink more milk.”
 


 Alec examined the girl with his own vision. “I agree with Rief, you need to drink more milk,” Alec told his young friend.
 


 “I drink what they give me,” the girl protested.
 


 “Well, don’t stop,” Alec warned her. “Now you go back to playing, and don’t try to sneak out on the roof through the hole under the eaves in the attic over the chapel!” he warned her.
 


 She stopped in mid-stride as she began to walk away. “How did you know about that?” she demanded.
 


 “Never mind! Just don’t do it!” he refused to answer.
 


 The next child came, and another after that, and more after that. In each case, Alec agreed with Rief’s diagnosis. As she prescribed medicines, Alec spread the ingredients that he had in his bag, and let her figure the preparations. If he didn’t have something she suggested, they made a note to get it. Things went well until the last child arrived. Rief looked at him, then looked at Alec. “Can we talk about him for a moment?” she asked. Alec nodded agreement, and they stepped away.
 


 “He has cancer,” she said uneasily. “I can treat it, but it will take multiple visits and lots of medicines we don’t have. Do you think we’ll be here long enough to make the treatments?” she asked doubtfully.
 


 “Not to have a complete treatment using the ingredients you’re thinking of,” he agreed. “But as you know, there is another way that is quicker. I learned about it from studying old notes and texts in Ingenairii Hill, and from following my heart. Come watch this,” he told her.
 


 “Nossi, will you pray with me?” Alec asked the boy, who nervously sat waiting the return of the two healers. Alec and Nossi held hands as they bowed their heads. “Oh Lord, help this boy to have the good health you mean for him to have. Let him be healed of pains and diseases, and let us remember that your son, Jesus Christ died for us, Amen,” Alec said, feeling great emotion as he thought again about the pain he had sensed when he had tried to plunge into the Christ’s body. He released a stream of healing power during the prayer, letting it course through the clasped hands to destroy the malignant cells and leave the body healthy.
 


 “What do you say, Rief?” Alec gently asked as he released Nossi’s hands and ruffled his hair affectionately.
 


 Before she could answer, the boy spoke up. “Your prayer was very powerful, healer,” Nossi told Alec. “I felt like God was listening to us personally.”
 


 “I believe he was, Nossi,” Alec answered. “You can go on back to your bunk room.” They watched the boy leave.
 


 “They’re all fine, Sister,” Alec told Mary Alice. “There were a few things, but they’ve been healed or taken care of.”
 


 “Thank you both. Please let me walk you to the gate,” the nun said. “Will we see you tomorrow then?” she asked as she let them out into the dark street.
 


 “Yes, sister, just after breakfast,” Alec agreed, and they parted for the night.
 


 “How did you do that? How did you do all those things you did in Michian, taking away the pain, healing the wounds?” Rief asked. “I mean, one moment he had a tumor, then the next minute he didn’t.”
 


 “I have learned to use faith in God and the power of prayer, Rief,” Alec said. “The God your mother worshipped gives me the power to heal through prayer, just as he has given you the power to heal. If you come to believe in him, you will have the ability to develop into a complete healer too, and have this on your arm,” he raised his sleeve to reveal the caduceus symbol.
 


 “Your faith is strong, Tarnum,” Rief said. “Maybe I can develop a faith like yours.”
 


 “I hope so. I’m sure you will,” Alec said. They arrived at the door of the inn. “Here is the key to the room, Rief,” he handed her the key. “I think I want to go to the cathedral and pray for a little while. I’ll be back soon,” he told her, wanting to have some time to himself to pray and reflect.
 


 Rief seemed to sense his desire for privacy. “I’ll see you soon,” she said, and watched him walk briskly up the street.
 


 Inside the hotel, she stopped. She did not want to go sit up in the room, and she heard singing in the common room. She went into the room, and sat quietly on a bench with her back to the wall, listening to the strange music. It reminded her of nothing she had ever heard in the empire, but she enjoyed it nonetheless, and drank a mug of berry juice, mindful of her last two experiences drinking wine with Alec.
 


 “Are you alone now?” a man asked as he took a seat nearby, and Rief instantly recognized the predatory look in his eyes.
 


 “No, I’m waiting for a friend,” she replied.
 


 “You have a beautiful accent. It’s exotic like nothing I’ve ever heard in the Dominion,” the man responded. “You’re not waiting for that boy you had dinner with, are you? He’s young and still a foolish boy, especially if he’d leave you alone to sit and listen to the music.”
 


 “Please leave me alone,” Rief said, bowing her head and refusing to make eye contact.
 


 “Hello dear,” she head a woman’s voice say. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting long,” and a body sat down close beside her. “Is this man bothering you?”
 


 Rief looked up from her cup. A beautiful blond woman had joined her.
 


 “He doesn’t seem to want to go away,” Rief said quietly.
 


 “Do you know this girl, or are you just butting in to other folk’s business?”” the man asked harshly.
 


 “He really should leave,” the blond woman said. “Oh, he didn’t go fast enough,” she raised her voice quite loudly and pointed. “Look at the front of his pants. Barkeep, could we have a rag to clean up a mess over here for this man who wet his pants?”
 


 A large dark stain had spread across the front of the man’s pants and run down his legs, and as he stood up suddenly, all heads in the bar turned and saw him. Anger, embarrassment and bewilderment were evident on his face, and he quickly turned out the door and left the room.
 


 “Thank you for showing up just now,” Rief said. “He was obnoxious.”
 


 “I hate to see a woman put up with that kind of thing,” Bethany said. “You should be able to sit and listen to the music without that kind of treatment. That’s the same reason why I came down here. Don’t think anything of it.”
 


 “Did you, did you make that happen somehow?” Rief asked.
 


 Bethany smiled and looked down in her lap for a moment.
 


 “You did? How did you do that? Did you throw it on him? I didn’t see you do anything. That was good,” Rief told her, and she smiled broadly.
 


 “Can I buy you a drink?” she asked Bethany.
 


 “That’s what I came down here for. Music and a drink. I’ve been up in my room for hours writing letters, and I just wanted to be around living people for a while,” Bethany told her. She motioned, and a waiter came over. “A glass of Goldenfields Red, please,” Bethany ordered. The waiter nodded, and looked at Rief. “I’ll have another glass of berry juice,” Rief said.
 


 “Berry juice?” Bethany said with raised eyebrows.
 


 “Oh, I was trying to be good until Tarnum got back,” Rief said. “But I can’t let you drink alone, can I? I’ll have what she’s having.”
 


 “Tarnum? Such a regal name,” Bethany said. They sat and listened to the remainder of a song until the wine arrived. “You’ve got such a wonderful accent,” Bethany told Rief.
 


 “That’s just what the man with wet pants said,” Rief smiled.
 


 Where did you pick that up?” Bethany asked.
 


 “Oh, down south,” Rief said, mindful of Alec’s urging her not to review much about herself.
 


 “South, down in Goldenfields? I lived there for a while. It’s a wonderful city,” Bethany replied. “Is that where you live now?”
 


 “We’re small traders. We travel around,” Rief used Alec’s set answer.
 


 “Traders, traveling around. You must be glad the wars are over,” Bethany presumed, and she motioned for two more glasses of wine. “It must have disrupted trade terribly. Alec managed to make the Dominion a better place by calming down the Locksforts and the rebels,” she spoke without meaning to.
 


 “Alec?” Rief asked, startled to hear his name used by a stranger.
 


 “Oh, I should have said the crown protector. He’s done an awful lot in just a little time. He’s changing the whole Dominion,” Bethany said politely. “It’s been nice sitting with you. It’s nice to have someone to talk to. I’ve been here for days, working on a project, and it’s always loneliest at night.”
 


 “For a girl as beautiful as you? I can’t believe you’re ever lonely unless you want to be,” Rief insisted.
 


 “Thank you,” Bethany smiled. “It would be easy to have a companion, but I wouldn’t want to put up with listening to the bores like your recent nuisance in order to find a nice one. And as it turns out, I’ve found you as a friend tonight, haven’t I?” she finished her drink. “Maybe sometimes we make ourselves lonelier than we need to. Have a good evening. Will I see you tomorrow night?”
 


 “Maybe. I’m not sure how long we’ll be here,” Rief answered. “But if we are here, I’ll look for you. May I walk upstairs with you?” she asked, and stood up, so that they could accompany one another up to the guest rooms above.
 


 Alec arrived back at the room much later in the evening. He’d spent much time at the cathedral, kneeling in a chapel, praying his thanks for all the wonderful things that had happened, and asking for safety for all his friends. He especially prayed for John Mark to bring faith in Jesus into Rief’s heart.
 


 When he got to the room, the door was unlocked and the lights were off. He quietly entered the room, and locked the door behind him. Then he turned and stood still, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkened rom.
 


 “There’s one bed, but there’s room for both of us again,” he heard Rief’s sleepy voice call. Alec stepped lightly to the side of the bed, kicked off his boots, pulled off his shirt, and slid into bed.
 


 He immediately doubted Rief’s judgment about the adequacy. He felt her body very close by, and he turned his back to her, exhausted and ready to go to sleep, which he quickly did.
 


 Alec awoke first the next morning, and lay in bed thinking. He hadn’t slept well, too acutely aware of Rief beside him. Their bodies had touched and grazed throughout the night, and he lay awake with his eyes open, looking up at the ceiling as he thought about Rief.
 


 He cared for the former slave very much. There was only one reason he could not pursue a relationship with her, and that was because he knew his heart belonged elsewhere. Yet he wasn’t sure where –with Bethany, who he desired, or with Imelda, who had been so close and seemed so obtainable? And it seemed it didn’t matter, because neither of those girls felt reciprocal love back towards him.
 


 He yawned unexpectedly, and Rief answered his yawn with one of her own. He turned to look at her, and her sleepy eyes opened to look back. They were startlingly green, he noticed for the first time.
 


 “You look troubled,” she said. “You shouldn’t be. This will work out. Look at how well your first two missions have gone. You can do anything, Tarnum,” she said affectionately, placing a hand on his shoulder in comfort. “I had a drink in the tavern last night while I listened to the musician, and the people talked about you winning a war!”
 


 “Thank you Rief, you’re absolutely right. I should simply have faith that this will work out,” he agreed, and he felt comforted by the thought. “Shall we get up and have breakfast, then go to the market and buy a bag of supplies for you?” he suggested.
 


 They did those things to start their morning, then walked to the orphanage to begin their healing work. At mid-day, Sister Mary Alice came to Alec. “We’ve sent a note to Magdaline, telling her you are here. I hope you’ll stay long enough to let her see you again,” she commented.
 


 “I expect I will. We haven’t been told to leave yet,” he said with a smile. He and Rief ate lunch with the children, and continued working to treat and heal them all. Alec carried on just as he had the night before, allowing Rief to make her own prognosis and suggested treatments; he only added the use of his powers as any serious or longer term treatments were called for.
 


 As late afternoon came to a close, they finished meeting the last of the infants. Sister Mary Alice again walked them to the gate. “The cloisters have sent back a note from Magdaline. She would like to come tomorrow morning after breakfast. Will you join us then?”
 


 “I will sister,” he assured her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out several coins. “I know how hard it is to give the children all they need, and you do so well. Here, please take our donation,” he placed the money in her hands. “And try to make sure they get more milk to drink. We saw one little girl who needs more, and none of them will suffer.”
 


 The sister thanked them for the generosity. “That feels so wonderful, to give people healing like that,” Rief told Alec as they left the gate.
 


 “It does,” Alec agreed. “I once had to choose between keeping my warrior powers and my healing powers. I chose the healing powers.”
 


 “Oh, that must have been awful. But you have them both now. How is that?” Rief asked. Alec explained that John Mark had restored the powers in the cave, just before Alec had traveled to Michian.
 


 What shall we do now?” Rief asked. “It seems a little too early for dinner.”
 


 “Let’s go shopping, and get some pajamas,” Alec suggested coyly. “I wasn’t comfortable last night in my pants.”
 


 “I was comfortable,” Rief teased him.
 


 “Yes. That made me uncomfortable too,” Alec was able to laugh along with her.
 


 They returned to the tailor shop, then returned to the inn, and ate dinner.
 


 “I’d like to go find an armory and practice sword work,” Alec told Rief after the meal. “Would you like to come along?”
 


 “You mean to watch you destroy everyone you face? I already know what you can do. No, I’d like to just spend the evening here. I met a woman in the common room last night, and we had fun chatting. Perhaps she’ll be back again tonight,” Rief told him, and on that note they separated.
 


 Alec went in search of a local constabulary base with an armory, while Rief drifted over to the common room, hoping to see Bethany. Each was gifted with success. Alec found the base and the armory, and willing participants as well, giving him a long, physically grueling workout.
 


 Bethany arrived as the music began, and joined Rief at a table, where the girls talked amicably. Rief had little she could say because Alec had instructed her to maintain their secrecy. But as they drank wine, her friendship with Bethany became warmer and her tongue became looser.
 


 “I still love your accent,” Bethany commented. “It must absolutely drive the boys wild, not that they need any other excuse to follow you. You must have come from way down south in the farming villages of Goldenfields, because I never met anyone with your accent when I lived there in the city.”
 


 I’m not truly from Goldenfields,” Rief admitted. “I’m from a farther land, beyond the Dominion. Down there you’re the one who would have the exotic accent to go with the beautiful hair and the beautiful face.”
 


 “I’ve never met anyone from beyond the Dominion!” Bethany said. “How exciting! Did you bring a lot of foreign things with you to trade when you came up here?”
 


 “I only brought the clothes on my back. I was a slave,” she told her friend.
 


 Bethany sat back in stunned silence.
 


 “It’s true, honest. Tarnum became my master though and he brought me here to the Dominion. He told me there’s no slavery here and that I’m free to do whatever I want. I’d never leave him though,” she insisted.
 


 “You were a slave? That’s incredible!” Bethany finally sputtered.
 


 “Tarnum wasn’t comfortable with it either. He’s from the Dominion, like you,” Rief told her. “He really didn’t treat me like a slave. He was more like a friend or a brother.”
 


 “I thought you two were married, or something,” Bethany said, her eyes involuntarily glancing at the finger that had no ring.
 


 “No, no. He,” Rief hesitated, “he doesn’t look at me like that. Heaven knows I’ve virtually thrown myself at him.”
 


 “Does he not like girls? How could he not desire you?” Bethany asked.
 


 “No, he likes girls. But he’s had his heart broken,” Rief said. “And he isn’t ready to let it heal.”
 


 “I can understand that,” Bethany admitted. “I broke my heart too, and I’ve tried to move on with someone else, but my heart isn’t healed, and it isn’t really the right thing,” she admitted. “I don’t know that I’ve ever truly admitted that until just now.”
 “How can any man have broken your heart?! I’m sure that once they’re under your spell there’s no shaking loose,” Rief said in indignant defense of her new friend.
 


 “You’re very sweet to say that,” Bethany placed an appreciative hand on top of Rief’s. “The truth is, I used to think that same thing, which shows how vain a young girl can be. But it didn’t work out, and it’s not my fault, and it’s really not his fault, but the circumstances seemed to conspire against us. Don’t ever fall in love with a busy man – that may be the lesson I learned. Although, if he showed up here and told me he loved me, I’d probably want him back in my life.”
 


 “And here’s to that,” Rief said with a wistful smile, and they clicked their cups together before going upstairs.
 



 

 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 36 – An Unexpected Meeting
 

 


 


 Alec arrived back at the inn later that evening, sweaty and tired from a satisfying workout. The police officers had allowed him to fence with them, then warmed to him and swarmed at him as he proved his abilities in increasingly tougher matches. He finished the night giving advice and lessons much later than he had expected before he returned to the inn.
 


 “Oh Tarnum, you are smelly,” Rief said loudly with the candor of someone who’d had a drink to loosen her tongue.
 


 Alec considered her comment, and concluded she was right. He went down the hall to the common shower and came back. “How am I now?” he asked.
 


 “Much better,” Rief replied. “Now come to bed. Did you have fun?”
 


 “I feel good,” he told her. “That was a good way to spend the evening. What did you do?”
 


 “I sat in the common room and listened to the music with my friend again. It’s nice to have a girl to talk to, not that you aren’t good for a few things, too,” she poked him.
 


 “If there are two girls talking, I’m better off not being there, because I’ll just get in the way!” he answered. “It’s good you’ve met someone while we’re here.”
 


 “How long will we be here?” Rief asked.
 


 “I don’t know. I want to feel frustrated with this situation, but I don’t. You know how short my visit was to Michian, and you know how quickly we left the campsite in the Pale Mountains. But now I just don’t know who I’m supposed to meet, and how I’ll know they are the right person. I don’t know what they are supposed to do. But I’m supposed to be able to travel the Dominion and roust up the armies for another war after we find that person and take him back to the cave,” Alec recounted. “That’s partially why I’m going to see Sister Magdalene tomorrow morning, just in case she’s the person I’m supposed to see.”
 


 “Do you want me to come with you, or shall I sleep in tomorrow and eat a late breakfast? How much money do you have to pay our hotel bill, by the way?” she chuckled.
 


 “I’m sorry to say I have enough to keep the inn in business for a long time. You sleep in and I’ll have lunch with you after my visit,” Alec told her. “Now let’s get some sleep.”
 


 The next morning Alec arose early and ate a solitary breakfast, watching the other travelers and business people eat their meals in the comfort of the Golden Bough, then he walked to the orphanage. “I’m here to see Sister Mary Alice,” he told the girl who answered the bell.
 


 “Come in healer, we’ve been expecting you,” the girl told him. They walked to the chapel, and descended to the offices located in the garden level.
 


 “Alec,” the head mistress said when he walked in, “thank you for coming. This is Sister Magdalene, who was in this orphanage for many, many years, including the day you arrived here.”
 


 Alec looked at the frail, pale woman seated on a cushioned chair. Even in the summer she wore a light sweater over her dark robes.
 


 “The sister has come down this morning from her retirement at the convent, and she is very excited to see you,” Sister Mary Alice said.
 


 “Would you excuse us now, Mary?” Magdalene asked. “I’d like to chat with Alec.
 


 The nun graciously excused herself from her office. “Please have a seat, Alec,” Magdalene suggested, as she looked at his face, studying him intently.
 


 “I do not see a resemblance,” she said.
 


 “A resemblance to who?” Alec asked her directly.
 


 “Alec, the day you came to the orphanage, I was working as a teacher and the assistant to Sussanne, the head mistress at the time. She was not available that day when a carriage arrived at our gate, and I received the visitor in her office, this very same office,” she motioned around.
 


 “It was a man, a noble from a northern estate, Lord Bayeux, who had a young infant wrapped in blankets, because it was still winter time. The child was probably a month or so old, and it was just before spring broke,” she explained.
 


 “The Lord said that your mother had been residing on his estate for several months, hiding her pregnancy from her family, and from the father as well, for whatever scandal he did not tell. He knew who the father was, but he would not tell that either,” Magdalene said.
 


 “He asked that the orphanage care for the baby, and raise it well as the son of a gentleman. Of course, we showed no favoritism, and I never told anyone else what he told me anyway,” she explained. “And he gave me a jeweled bauble, which I hid away. The Lord Bayeux said it was a gift your father had given your mother. Under the rules of our order, I should have given it to the mistress to sell, to raise money. But it was so beautiful, and had such a special story, that I thought I should keep it for you. Mary Alice tells me you did receive it?”
 


 “Yes, I did. It was a letter “T”,” Alec agreed quietly.
 


 “I didn’t learn your mother’s name,” Magdalene said. “She died in a horse-riding accident. I remember Lord Bayeux mentioned that she was a great rider, that it had been a freak accident. He knew who your father was, but once the mother was dead, he did not provide knowledge of you to the father, for whatever reason. He never said anything about that.
 


 “I wanted you to know,” she said. “Especially after I heard that you had shown such kindness, coming back to the orphanage and healing the children, helping them, and even donating money.
 


 “I hope it brings you some peace or comfort to know something about your parents. It was very rare for such a situation to happen, for a child to come to us with absolutely no knowledge of the mother or father, although that is always a favorite in tales and stories and such nonsense,” Magdalene added. “And that is all I have for you, other than my prayers and best wishes.
 


 “You may invite Mary Alice back in,” she said after a moment of silence.
 


 Alec rose and stepped out into the hallway, he saw an open door nearby, and found Mary Alice inside. He invited her back.
 


 “Thank you, Mary,” Magdalene said. “We appreciate the use of your office, and we’re all finished now. Can you call my carriage?”
 


 “I’ll go do that. Alec, may I walk you out on my way?” Sister Mary invited Alec.
 


 He bowed over Magdalene, and kissed her cheek lightly. “Thank you for that story. It means a great deal to me to know that. Thank you for coming into town for this,” he said as he stood. He held her hand in his for several moments, and let a flow of healing energy strengthen her and bolster some failing organs.
 


 “I’ve taken a vow of chastity, you know,” she said primly. “Don’t think you’re going to start romancing me now with your good looks,” she said, but her lips curved up in a semi-smile.
 


 Alec and Mary Alice walked to the gate, and Alec took his leave. He walked a short way down the street, and sat at a table outside a tavern, where he sipped a mug of their juice, and pondered what he had been told.
 


 He loved the fact that his mother rode horses. It made him feel a connection to her. And he wondered why she had kept her condition hidden from his father. They must not have been married; Alec was illegitimate. That had always been implied in his status as an orphan.
 


 Was this why he had come back to Frame, to meet this sister who knew a fragment of his past? She surely was not the person he was supposed to take with him. Perhaps though, he was supposed to follow this clue to his past, and go see Lord Bayeux, and meet someone in his homeland who would be the exact person he was supposed to bring back? The theory appealed to him more than just sitting in Frame, passively waiting for something.
 


 He stood, and walked back to the Golden Bough. Rief was sitting in the common room, watching the door and waiting for him.
 


 “Did you meet her, the sister who knows your past?” she asked eagerly.
 


 “I did. She is very old, but her mind seemed sharp,” Alec said as they sat down together. “She told me that my mother died in a horse-riding accident, and a lord from up in the northlands brought me here.
 


 “I told you about the jeweled gift they gave me,” Alec continued. “And Sister Magdalene mentioned that it was a gift my father gave my mother.”
 


 “She must have meant a great deal to him,” Rief said sympathetically, listening to Alec’s story.
 


 “I wonder if maybe I am supposed to leave Frame and go to Lord Bayeux to learn more about my family? Maybe John Mark sent us to Frame so I would learn this, and have a reason to go to Bayeux. Maybe that is where our next person is?” he stated and asked Rief.
 


 “Maybe, healer, although I think he would have sent us right to this Lord if that was what he wanted,” she suggested cautiously.
 


 “I suppose you’re right,” Alec said. “But I don’t know what to do now. We can’t sit in the inn all day, and it doesn’t make sense to go walk the streets aimlessly looking at people.”
 


 “I was talking to my friend last night. She’s working in a slum, trying to fix it, and she mentioned how poor the health of the people was there,” Rief began. “Maybe we could go visit her and heal the people. I’d love to heal more. I need to practice. Working with the children wore me out yesterday, but it felt wonderful to accomplish something like that. Would you like to go do that?”
 


 Alec considered the suggestion. It did seem to offer some service that would occupy a day or two. He remembered when he had stood in the cathedral in Oyster Bay and treated the public as they lined up for healing.
 


 “Yes, let’s do that. Do you know where she is?” Alec asked.
 


 “No, but I’ll bet the desk clerk does. Beth told me that he makes calves’ eyes at her every time she comes in, and asks her lots of questions,” Rief replied.
 


 “I’ll go up to our room and get our supply bags, while you get directions,” Alec told her. “And we can buy more willow bark and splitleaf fern at the market on the way.”
 


 They met minutes later in the lobby. “I know where to go,” Rief said. “The clerk said it’s a dangerous part of town; he worries about her going there every day. Do you think you should get a sword or knife? Wait, what am I thinking; you’re the boy who beat a demon bare-handed.”
 


 “No, I don’t think we need a sword. And we can’t take blades into the cave when we return anyway. I’ll always remember that because it was a frustrating lesson to learn,” Alec told her. “Lead on,” he said as he held the door for her.
 


 They crossed the street, passed through the market and bought some goods, then made two turns, and walked past increasingly decrepit buildings and increasingly impoverished residents. “This is where she should be,” Rief said as they reached a wet and filthy crossroads.
 


 Alec looked at an forlorn, empty storefront on one corner. Then he saw a knot of people gathered in the center of the street a block away, with a crane and other equipment in the middle of the street. “That may be her project up there,” he pointed, “and we could do our healing in there,” he indicated the storefront.
 


 “You go set up the healing shop, and I’ll let her know we’re here,” Rief suggested, as she handed Alec her supply bag.
 


 He stepped over to the corner, then watched her walk up the side of the street, gyrating and skipping as she struggled to keep her feet relatively clean and dry in the mucky road. He turned and opened the unlocked door, whose window held no glass, then went inside and pushed some chairs together for people to sit in. He walked through the back of the building and found useful discards that he carried to the front, where he laid an unused door atop some shelves to create a crude examination table.
 


 Alec went back to the rear of the building to carry a table forward, and as he did, he heard voices in the front. “Tarnum? We’re here. Beth is excited about our project,” Rief called as Alec emerged through the doorway. Alec twisted to see his visitors, and then froze in place, the table still in his grasp, as he came face-to-face with Bethany.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 37 – A Story is Told
 

 


 


 “Healer? Hello? Is everything okay?” Rief asked as Alec’s face turned pale and an uncomfortable silence dragged on for several seconds.
 


 “Bethany?” Alec said at last. “I never, ever thought to see you here.”
 


 “I thought you were in the war,” she replied quietly.
 


 “Do you two know each other?” Rief asked, confused by the comments.
 


 Alec put the table down at last, and stepped across the room towards the girls.
 


 “How are you?” he asked simply, but sincerely as they all sat down.
 


 “I have good days and bad days,” she told him. “How did you get here? We only heard about the victory over the lacertii a week ago. Shouldn’t you be with the army?”
 


 Alec thought. “It’s complicated,” he paused as he tried to figure out what to say.
 


 “If you don’t want to tell me, you don’t have to,” Bethany told him, misconstruing his silence.
 


 “No, it’s not like that,” Alec said.
 


 “Oh no! Are you two, did you two?” Rief inarticulately tried to voice the pieces that were fitting together into a story.
 


 “Is she the one who broke your heart?” she asked Alec.
 


 The two ingenairii looked at one another. “She is,” Alec said softly, as he dropped his head.
 


 “No, he’s the one who was too busy for me,” Bethany protested, as her eyes swiveled to stare at Rief.
 


 “How did you come to stay at the same inn I’m staying at?” Bethany asked.
 


 “Oh Lord!” Alec said, standing quickly. “John Mark, is it her? Is she the one?”
 


 “Who are you talking to?” Bethany asked.
 


 Rief sat down as she understood the implications of Alec’s question. “You think Beth is the one we’re supposed to take back? Is that why you wanted to leave me with Armilla and the others, so you could be alone with her?”
 


 “No. You don’t understand,” Alec said to them both.
 


 “Well, why don’t you explain to us, Alec?” Bethany said, rising to stand next to Rief. “No, wait. I have work to do. You two do your healing, and we’ll talk about it tonight, after we’re done working.”
 


 She turned and walked out the door, and Alec exhaled loudly as soon as she was gone. 

 


“That’s the woman who broke your heart? Why did you ever leave her side? Who am I trying to kid to think you’ll ever love me?” Rief spoke fiercely to Alec.
 


 “Rief,” Alec began, but the door opened, and they both turned suddenly.
 


 “The lady said you were healers who would treat people for free,” A very young woman said, hold a tiny baby in her arms.
 


 “That’s right,” Alec agreed.
 


 “My baby has a bad cough,” the girl replied. “Can you treat her?” The infant reinforced her mother’s report by suddenly breaking into a paroxysm of coughing.
 


 “Bring her here,” Rief suggested, “and then lay the baby down on its back.”
 


 “What do you think?” Alec asked Rief as she studied the child.
 


 “It’s got croup,” she replied, reaching into her bag. “Here, brew this into a tea, and let the baby inhale the steam every four hours for two days,” she prescribed.
 


 Alec looked at the mother, who was undernourished while trying to suckle the child. “Here, take this and get yourself some milk to drink, and some healthy vegetables,” he handed her a coin. “It’ll help you and the baby both.”
 


 The door opened again, and another patient entered. They dealt with the man’s complaint about sore gums, and then treated another person with an infected foot, and a boy who had worms, and more and more diseases as their patients went out and told others about the free health service.
 


 They split into two separate areas to treat more people more quickly as a line formed out in the street, and the hectic atmosphere of constant work helped keep Alec distracted from thinking about Bethany. “Alec, would you come here please?” Rief asked at one point.
 


 Alec joined her in looking at a woman who was pregnant, but also suffering seizures. Alec immediately understood that Rief feared to give the woman a dose of medicine for one health issue because it would have an impact on the other. “Hold my hand and pray with me,” he said quietly to the woman and Rief, and as they held hands, he released his powers, fixing the nerves and the brain circuits that were causing the seizures. Rief then gave the woman herbs to boost the health of the embryo.
 


 Not much later, Alec looked at Rief, and held his nearly empty bag over his head. She nodded agreement. “We have run out of medicines,” Alec said loudly. “We have to finish for today.” A loud groan and several angry comments arose.
 


 “Will you come back tomorrow?” a voice asked.
 


 “If we can. We don’t know,” Alec said quickly, before Rief might answer yes.
 


 The room slowly emptied as the crowd dispersed, so that Alec and Rief were able to walk down to where Bethany was working with a crew to install a sewer pipe below the street. Bethany was holding the flow of water back while the crew worked in a particular area, then established a flow around, through, or even over the pipes as needed.
 


 She saw them standing on the side of the street. “Have we done enough for today?” she asked the crew chief. He agreed they had, both because she had driven them hard during the afternoon, and because her disposition had been so strict and unfriendly during that time, a great change from her usual personality.
 


 “Are you ready to go?” she asked the healers.
 


 They nodded their heads. “I’ll be back tomorrow. We made good progress today,” she told the crew as she stepped through the mud and joined Alec and Rief. They walked in silence back to the hotel. “I’d like to freshen up before dinner. Is that alright?” she asked. 

 


“That will be good,” Alec agreed, and they set a time to meet in the common room. Bethany went to the desk, received a letter, and went upstairs.
 


 “Alright Tarnum, tell me what is going on?” Rief said as soon as they were back in their room.
 


 “Rief, I don’t know. I thought Bethany was back in Oyster Bay. I never expected her to be here. You heard me talking about going up to Bayeux just before we saw her. But,” he hesitated, “I do think she is the one we are supposed to take with us back to the Cave.” He did not tell her about John Mark’s conversation about Rief’s unexpected appearance, and the complications the prophet implied it would create. That made sense if he was supposed to journey with Bethany.
 


 “Rief, I have never, ever tried to mislead you about anything, have I?” he asked.
 


 “Well, there’s the fact you were a high lord of the Dominion pretending to be a lowly servant in the empire,” she quickly snapped back.
 


 Alec sighed again. “But that wasn’t me misleading you. It was the circumstances I was in,” he protested.
 


 “Bethany said, ‘never fall in love with a busy man,’ and I think I know why. ‘Circumstances’ will always get in the way,” Rief answered.
 


 “You know what, let’s just wait and have dinner with Bethany and get this all out in the open among all three of us, shall we?” Alec said abruptly. “There’s no point in me arguing with you here, then going down and arguing with her there, then the two of you arguing with each other after that.”
 


 “I don’t expect that Beth and I have anything to argue about. Do you think we’re going to fight over you?” Rief said icily. “But I agree we might as well wait for dinner.”
 


 They went down the stairs and walked towards a distant table in the dining room, where they sat in silence and waited for Bethany. “I’ll have a glass of Goldenfields Red,” Rief told the waitress. “Me too,” Alec said.
 


 Rief raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you drink.”
 


 “I shouldn’t,” Alec admitted.
 


 “Shouldn’t do what?” Bethany asked as she sat down at the table with them.
 


 He ordered a glass of wine,” Rief said.
 


 “Really? You’ve got him that rattled already?” Bethany responded.
 


 “I’m sure it’s seeing you that has done him in,” Rief replied, as she saw Bethany motion for another glass of wine to be added to the order.
 


 “Have you ever been drunk, Alec?” Bethany asked.
 


 She watched in surprise as Rief reached over and yanked on his shirt, pulling it down his arm suddenly. “Tell her about the time you got drunk and got a tattoo,” Rief said as Bethany craned to see his shoulder.
 


 “A sword? I expected it to be some girl’s name,” Bethany told Rief in a false whisper. “Like maybe Imelda’s.” She held up the letter she had received at the desk. “I just got a letter from Allisma. She says you are lying unconscious in a tent at the battlefront, and that you are rumored to have proposed to Imelda while you were together in the wilderness out attacking lacertii. Although everyone there insists you should be crawling back to me.”
 


 They stopped talking as the waiter arrived with three glasses of wine, took their orders for meals, then left.
 


 “May I explain what has happened, from the beginning?” Alec asked.
 


 “I’d love to hear it,” Bethany said with cloyingly false sweetness. “But first,” she motioned for the waiter to bring an entire bottle of wine. “This is on your bill by the way, since you’re filthy rich.”
 


 You told me you had money but you never said you were filthy rich,” Rief accused.
 


 Alec rolled his eyes, then began his story from the day the carnival was attacked in Riverside, and his first encounter with the Cave of John Mark. Both girls settled into listening quietly through his story of his first spell in Goldenfields and the battle with the ingenairii who chased him after he healed Lewis. “No wonder Fallion hated you so much,” Bethany said.
 


 Alec’s story moved on to his arrival in Oyster Bay. “My very first day there Bethany started dumping buckets of water on me,” he explained to Rief.
 


 “Why?” Rief asked.
 


 “Because,” Bethany said, her cheeks reddened slightly
 


 “But then the back of my dress was cut off!” Bethany rebutted.
 


 “Why?” Rief asked again.
 


 “Because,” Alec mocked.
 


 “So you can just make water appear out of thin air? Is that what happened to the creepy guy in the bar? Rief asked, as Bethany nodded.
 


 His story continued with meeting Noranda, then sealing her in a time containment, and his feat of healing Cassie’s legs.
 


 “Tell me precisely what you did,” Rief asked, and Alec was diverted for several minutes in discussing the medical intricacies of the operation.
 


 “Are you a healer ingenaire too?” Bethany asked.
 


“She is,” Alec answered. “She passed through the Cave of John Mark and received the powers.”
 


 Their meal came and went. Alec moved on to his return to Goldenfields and the battle there, then the arrival of the ingenairii who fled from Oyster Bay. He talked about the creation of the cavalry, and their ride to Bondell.
 


 “See that scar on his face?” Bethany asked Rief.
 


 “The one under his eye that Mooreen gave him?” the former slave clarified.
 


 “No, the one across his nose. He got that from Imelda, who he put in charge of the cavalry. Who he proposed marriage to,” Bethany said with warmth in her voice.
 


 “In Bondell I tried to use two different powers at the same time, and healer powers and warrior powers are especially adverse to one another,” Alec said. “It wrecked my ability to use either power, and it wrecked my physical health as well.”
 


 “He was a mess,” Bethany reminisced.
 


 “Then the cavalry had to take the princess back to Goldenfields, and I insisted Bethany go with them, to provide water and to be a companion to the princess,” Alec said.
 


 “When we parted, I whispered in his ear ‘I love you,’” Bethany added, “and he didn’t say anything. Nothing. Not a word.”
 


 “Tarnum!” Rief said.
 


 “I am truly sorry about that. I wanted to say it a hundred times later, but you weren’t there, or you didn’t want to hear,” he countered. “Of course that was not too long after she had told me she would wait for me forever, too,” he said defiantly as Bethany shifted her eyes uncomfortably.
 


 Alec moved on to his pilgrimage to the pool in the Bondell dessert.
 


 “You were unconscious in that cave for three months?” Bethany asked. “I didn’t realize you were that way for so long.”
 


 “And when I returned to Bondell, another invasion had occurred, and I had to fight two warrior ingenairii without my own warrior powers,” Alec added.
 


 “How did you do that?” Bethany asked, caught up in the drama.
 


 “I managed to defeat the weak one, then let the other one pierce my leg with his sword to trap the blade, and then I killed him. After that I healed my leg,” Alec explained. Both girls turned slightly green.
 


 The tables around them had filled and emptied and refilled and emptied again as they continued to occupy their corner and listen to Alec’s saga.
 


 “So I continued up to Oyster Bay, and when I saved a sailor, they talked me into drinking, and I woke up with this,” he tapped his shoulder. “I drank a lot that night,” he said looking at the second bottle of wine on their table.
 


 “And when I got to Oyster Bay, I started killing the usurpers, until Hingis’s daughter shamed me into stopping the killing. But I absorbed all the power from the rogue ingenairii, then created an explosion with their own powers that killed most of them off,” he added.
 


 “That’s when you created the new fountain by the gate?” Bethany realized.
 


 “And then I went on my way to Stronghold to finally finish healing Noranda,” he started.
 


 “The girl you jilted before you jilted me before you jilted Imelda before you get ready to jilt Rief?” Bethany said bitingly.
 


 “No. No,” Alec insisted. “Let me tell the story.”
 


 He described sitting in Red Water, and writing a love letter to Bethany.
 


 “But I never got it until much, much later. Later than after I’d seen you. I wish I’d received it right away,” she cried.
 


 And he explained his arrival in Stronghold, the betrayal and retreat, and then his second arrival with the party of the younger Locksforts. He told about the visit to John Mark’s tomb and the balancing on the scales and the loss of powers again, before he healed Noranda.
 


 “And she married Brandeis, her first boyfriend?” Rief asked. “After all you went through to save her life?”
 


 “That’s women for you,” Alec said unintentionally out loud, and sputtered as cold water splashed in his face seconds later.
 


 “If you want to leave here with any clothes uncut, you’ll not do that again,” he threatened Bethany.
 


 The torture in the dungeon and the battle for control of the clan followed, and led to his eventual return to Oyster Bay. “Where the girl I had thought about for weeks and weeks across hundreds of miles in danger and through torture and in flight, that girl told me she’d found someone else. After I’d poured my heart out to her in that letter, she’d found someone else.”
 


 “Oh Alec, you were gone and unconcerned about me for months, while Tritos was present and considerate and affectionate,” Bethany said.
 


 “And then I threw a ball at the palace,” Alec said.
 


 “Since he was the crown protector and basically the same as the king of the Dominion,” Bethany added.
 


 “And when I danced with Bethany, I wanted it to be friendly, but she was ready to argue,” Alec told Rief.
 


 “I was put out that night,” Bethany admitted in a low voice. “And he was willing to fight back.”
 


 “And then I took the army to fight the war against the lacertii to help Goldenfields. I healed Annalea, then went on to the front, and that’s when more than a score of us went behind the lacertii to ambush their supply lines. We lived together and fought together for weeks. I had to heal Allisma from some serious wounds,” Alec told his story.
 


 “This is where he proposed to Imelda,” Bethany said again.
 


 “And we captured a lacertii, who Kinsey said we have to save, so we did and I healed her,” Alec surprised Bethany.
 


 “You healed a lacertii?” Bethany was suitably surprised.
 


 “Just a little really. And we fought against a small army of lacertii, then forced them to follow her, and then we helped that lacertii army fight against another lacertii army, and when our lacertii won, they went back to their homeland to put an end to the war,” Alec said. “But Imelda was badly injured, and I had to save her life. It was a lot like that night on the beach with Cassie,” he nodded at Bethany, “where I used my spiritual powers a little I think with my healer powers to bring her back to life.”
 


 “And that’s when you asked her to marry you?” Bethany asked.
 


 Alec thought. “It was right about that time. But she said ‘no,’ and told me to marry you instead, and Allisma told me the only thing I had to do was tell you I love you and what I was doing, and you would have waited for me forever,” Alec shot back wickedly. “But I’d already seen how that worked out in Oyster Bay.”
 


 “So then,” he continued after Bethany’s silence, “when that was over, we rode back towards the Goldenfields army, but they were beating the lacertii so badly that the lacertii army retreated right on top of our forces. Kinsey and I stayed away, but when we went to the battlefield, we found them all dead – Yula, Armilla, Nathaniel, Imelda – dead bodies everywhere. It made my time ingenairii powers take us back in time, and I fought forever to save them all and keep them alive.
 


 “But the very last lacertii I fought killed Imelda with an arrow, so I followed a prophecy John Mark had told me, and I surrendered all my powers to bring her back to life,” he told the two girls, who were sitting quietly, listening.
 


 “I woke up almost three weeks later, and Imelda had gone to fight in Bondell, and Nathaniel had gone to be with Moriah, and most of the army had gone home because the war was over. John Mark visited me and told me I could have my powers back if I returned to his cave, so I rode back to the cave. And I made a mistake there, but was forgiven, then I started on the three adventures.”
 


 He took a pause, and Rief filled in, giving a good summary of the story in Michian, and then the meeting with Armilla and company.
 


 “So now I am in Frame, waiting to see the person I’ll know is the right person to bring back to the Cave to hear John Mark’s exact assignment,” Alec finished. “And whether you like it not, I’m certain that it’s you,” he looked directly at Bethany.
 


 “Alec,” she paused. “Let’s talk in the morning. We’ve had a lot to drink, and we’ve listened to you talk more than I’ve ever heard you talk in your life – you don’t have a personality to say much about yourself.”
 


 “I see some things differently than I did before,” she told him. “Let’s just leave it at that. Now go out and get a new tattoo,” she grinned. She rose and bent to kiss them each on the top of the head, then was up the stairs and gone from sight.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 38 – The Decision to Depart
 

 


 


 “Come on Tarnum, it’s time to go to bed,” Rief said standing first and trying to pull Alec up from his seat. He sat and played possum for a minute, then rose and followed her to bed. They pulled on their pajamas and climbed atop the narrow mattress. They lay there back-to-back in silence, each thinking their own thoughts about the narrative of the evening, until Rief heard Alec’s slow, even breathing indicating that he had fallen asleep.
 


 She mentally shook her head, thinking about how her life had changed. A week ago, she had been an ordinary house slave in a clan mansion. Five days ago she had been a personal slave to the most mysterious person in the empire. Four days ago, she had become a sacrifice to a demon. Three days ago, she received mystical powers to become a supernatural healer. And today she had become the fourth wheel in a love triangle. Her head was crammed with conflicting emotions, and she lay with her eyes open for a long time before she finally fell asleep.
 


 The next morning Alec awoke with a wine-induced headache, which he promptly healed away. One part of him wished they had not gone through the long, revelatory story. He didn’t think he had ever spoken for so long ever in his life, and especially about himself. Rief stirred beside him, causing him to reach out and preemptively remove the wine-drinking after-effects he expected she was about to feel as well. At least, he reflected, he and Bethany had ended the evening on a gentler note than it had begun, he was pleased. But she didn’t seem disposed to being taken away to the Cave of John Mark.
 


 He was convinced that she was the person he was supposed to bring back, though he had no notion what the purpose was for having her on the next mission. Could he take her forcibly? He could, but it would be so unpleasant in its consequences that he didn’t want to give it any further thought. There would have to be a way to convince Bethany to come willingly. He looked at Rief, who had tenuously established a friendship with Bethany. If needed, he would ask her to help him persuade Bethany. And then he would have to deal with the consequences of traveling with the two of them.
 


 Bethany had been a good person to travel with, and a good person period, he knew. Sighing deeply, he stood up and crept out of the room, going down to the common room to eat breakfast alone. He sat and thought, as the bright airy light of the morning sun shone in the east-facing windows, causing the shadows of the panes to move across the room. Alec measured his time in the room by the movement of the shadows. The lines had moved one table’s width when Bethany entered the room.
 


 “Good morning, Alec,” she said, looking a touch indisposed. Alec reached out and pressed his fingers against her temple, letting his healing powers remove her discomfort, then combed a tress of hair behind her ear.
 


 “You should ask permission before you do that,” she said sharply. “Not everyone wants to be healed when you think they should.”
 


 Alec sighed.
 


 “That was quite a story you told last night,” Bethany spoke in a less acerbic tone. “What were you trying to say? What is the real message you want to tell me, Alec? You’ve never been good at communicating, and it’s now or never for me to understand what you want to say.”
 


 “Bethany, I didn’t come here to force myself on you, at least not in terms of love. I told you I loved you when I wrote that letter from Red Water, and I told you I loved you when I saw you in Oyster Bay,” he paused, and took a deep breath, “and I’ll tell you I love you right now, because seeing you has burst my heart open all over again.
 


 “ but I’m not trying to lure you away from Tritos,” he immediately added.
 


 “And I need to take you with Rief and I back to the cave. I have a mission to carry out to protect the Dominion, and in some way you will be a part of that mission, but I don’t know what,” Alec told her.
 


 “Do you know what Rief is supposed to do?” Bethany asked.
 


 Alec hesitated for a moment. “John Mark was surprised when I brought Rief back with me from Michian. I don’t think she was a part of his plans. But I want to take her with me; I can’t just abandon her somewhere in the Dominion after I brought her here. I’m her only friend, well, one of only two friends, now that she’s met you.”
 


 Bethany sat back. “I believe you really have spoken with John Mark, Alec. I know you’re destined for great things. I believe you sincerely think you need me to help save the Dominion, and I know you have no hesitation about putting me to work on some crazy adventure, like charging across the desert to Bondell!” she smiled.
 


 “I have to finish this project here in Frame, and I need to write to people to tell them that I am leaving for a while. Can you wait for me before we go away?” she asked.
 


 “How long will it take? Is there anything I can do to help?” Alec asked, delightedly.
 


 “There’s nothing you can do, and I can reach a finishing point in a day and a half of hard work,” she said.
 


 “Who will you write to, Tritos?” Alec asked, and immediately regretted it. “I mean, I don’t think you should tell folks you’re going with me, or going to see John Mark. Just say another mission has come up and you’ll be safe,” he spoke to cover up his embarrassment.
 


 “Don’t worry, Mr. Diplomat, I’ll handle it tactfully,” Bethany said. “Why are you wearing only one glove, and during the summer? I meant to ask last night.”
 


 “I told you I made a mistake when I returned to John Mark’s Cave,” Alec began. He pulled off the glove, revealing the ugly scars on the front and back. “It has permanently changed my hand,” he stopped not wanting to talk about what he had actually done. “I learned that it is reckless and foolish to sin in the holy place of a prophet.”
 


Bethany sat in silence as Alec pulled the glove back on, respecting his evident desire to say no more. She stood up from the table, having nibbled on much of Alec’s breakfast. “Thank you for another delightful meal. I’ll be off to work now.”
 


 “We’ll come down and continue healing, later,” Alec called.
 


 Bethany walked away, thinking about the fact that Alec had just told her openly that he loved her. And she had listened politely, without responding, both because it would be unfair to Tritos, and because she still was upset to think he had asked another girl to marry him just weeks ago. She didn’t want to be his second choice. Mulling over the conflict between her heart and her pride, she walked through the streets of Frame.
 


 At the same time, Alec walked upstairs, and saw Rief’s open eyes looking at him as he stepped in the door. “I’ve been down and had a bite of breakfast, although Bethany ate more of it than I did,” he told her.
 


 She saw his smile. “You’re in love with her, and she’s going to come with us on this journey. Does that sum things up?” Rief asked without hostility.
 


 Alec looked off into space. “I think that sums up most of it,” he agreed, and looked back into her eyes.
 


 “Well, what do we do now?” she asked, and Alec could tell the question had many layers. 

 


 He sat on the side of the bed. “We get you dressed, then we go eat breakfast, and then we go to the market to buy more supplies so we can return to healing the people of the poor district. Bethany said she can be done with her project by the middle of tomorrow, and after that the three of us will return to John Mark’s cave, and we’ll all travel together to whatever spot we are told to go,” he paused and then added, “we’ll go together, the three of us.”
 


 “And what will I be? A piece of luggage? In the way?” Rief asked. “Where else can I go? What else can I do?”
 


 “Rief, I want you to be with me. I really care about you, and I know you care about me, and when you were my personal extension, I felt very comfortable relying on you.
 


 “Bethany has someone else she loves, Tritos, and she’s told me that she’s with him, so there’s not going to be anything happening between her and me,” he added probably in the silence of his mind.
 


 “And I can spend time teaching you to use prayer and faith to develop your healer skills. We are special, you and I. There have been no healer ingenairii for six hundred years, and now you and I and one or two more have the ability to heal people, and make their lives better,” he told her fervently. “When all this is over, we can settle down to being healers, and living regular lives.”
 


 Rief got out of bed, wondering what a regular life meant for her, and soon they were down at breakfast. By mid-morning they had returned to their makeshift healing shop, and immediately attracted a crowd of local residents anxious for free health care. At lunch time they stopped, and went to visit Bethany’s work site, where Alec refreshed the workers with his powers, hoping to speed up their progress. The two healers bought more goods at the market, and then continued to heal during the afternoon. They worked diligently enough that the long waiting line finally began to subside as they reached a point where they treated more patients than new patients arrived.
 


 With a promise to come back the next day, they stopped their work and walked back to Bethany’s crew. The progress was noticeable. “We can finish getting the main to Green Street tomorrow, but I’ve been asked to work on another project, so I’ll have to take my leave tomorrow afternoon,” she told the foreman. “This was the worst part, and we’ll have it done, making the neighborhood a healthier place. Later, putting the rest of the line in from here won’t take more than another three days.”
 


 “When will you return? Should I hold this crew for a little bit to work with you?” the foreman asked.
 


 Bethany looked at Alec, who shook his head. “No, I’m not sure when I’ll be back. You can put them to work elsewhere.” She said her goodbyes and the three walked off together.
 


 “Let’s eat someplace outside the hotel tonight,” Bethany suggested. “I’ve eaten in here for days, and I want a change.” The other two agreed, they asked the hotel clerk for a suggestion, and they wound up near the cathedral, eating at a restaurant that served varieties of meat and vegetables in thick soup, served in bowls of baked, soft bread. “This is good. It would be wonderful in winter,” Bethany said.
 


 “Why?” Rief asked.
 


 “You know, because it’s so much colder in the winter, and this is so warm and filling,” Bethany replied.
 


 “How much colder does it get?” Rief asked
 


 “When I was in Michian, it was very warm,” Alec stepped into the conversation. “Does the temperature ever change a great deal?”
 


 “Not a lot,” Rief explained. “We get some rain in the wet season.”
 


 “Oh, up where my family comes from, we have snow in the winter, and the ponds get ice on them,” Bethany exclaimed. “It gets tiring after too much, but it is nice to have the seasons change.”
 


 “How far north did your family live, Bethany?” Alec asked. “Did you ever hear of Lord Bayeux?”
 


 “There was a Lord Bayeux who was a cousin to my grandfather. We’re distantly related, although my family came from the younger sons at some point,” she answered. “We went up there to the estate during the summers when I was a child. I remember my father had to come back to the city while we stayed up there.”
 


 “The nun I spoke to the other night told me that Lord Bayeux is the person who brought me to the orphanage when I was a baby. My mother died up there in a horse-riding accident,” Alec said.
 


 “Will you go there someday?” Bethany asked.
 


 “I almost went there this week. If Rief hadn’t introduced us, I had thought of going there to try to find the person we must take back to the cave,” Alec explained.
 


 “Are you really sure it’s me you’re supposed to take?” Bethany asked. “Why didn’t John Mark just tell you it was me?”
 


 “Maybe he thought I’d refuse to approach you on my own, since I know your attitude towards me,” Alec answered quickly. “I don’t know why any of this happens the way it does. But I know that you are the one we need.”
 


 “For whatever it is,” Bethany added tartly.
 


 “Yes,” Alec answered. “Now, shall we head back to the hotel?”
 


 “Yes, let’s. I have to write a number of notes,” Bethany answered.
 


 They left the restaurant, Rief in the middle and no conversation flowing between the other two.
 


 A round of curt goodnights occurred as they went to their respective rooms. Alec paced restlessly in the small space he shared with Rief. “Tarnum, sit down please,” Rief finally asked. “You’re making me nervous.”
 


 “I think I’ll go walk around the city, Rief,” Alec promptly announced. “I’ll be back in a little while.”
 


 He left the room, went downstairs and was out the door, strolling at a rapid pace to no particular place.
 


 Minutes later, Rief was tapping at Bethany’s door. “Alec went for a walk, which is good. He was driving me crazy. May I come in and join you so I don’t have to sit alone?” she asked.
 


 “Yes, please do,” Bethany said graciously. “I just need to finish up this note and I’ll be done.” She sat at a desk and wrote for two minutes, then sealed the letter in an envelope. “There, mission accomplished! All the letters will leave tomorrow, and by the time they get to Oyster Bay, I’ll be gone and everyone there will be scratching their heads trying to figure out why I left and where I went.” She did not mention the letter she had written for Allisma, which did tell where she was going, who she was with, and why.
 


 “This will be a passing strange time,” Rief said, lying back on Bethany’s bed.
 


 “In every way it can be described,” Bethany agreed. “But how in particular do you mean?”
 


 “I figured out back in Michian that the healer didn’t see me as a mate. But that doesn’t mean I’m satisfied with being just a friend. Now here you are, and though you’ll deny it, there’s definitely something going on between you and him,” Rief told her. “And I like you both enough, I wish you joy, but it’s going to be strange.
 


 “You know, Alec, as you call him, told me this morning that when this is all over, we’d be able to live a regular life,” she went on. “Tell me, what is a regular life for me?”
 


 “You are a healer ingenaire! A healer! For you, a regular life will be anything you want it to be! No one even heard of such a thing until Alec came along a couple of years ago. Do you want to be a courtier in a Duke’s court, or a traveling surgeon, or would you like to settle into the Healer’s House on Ingenairii Hill and let all the high and mighty come to you every day?” Bethany said with a smile. “There’s no limit to your life ahead. It’s just whatever you want it to be.
 


 “You heard the two of us squabble this evening,” Bethany added, thinking of her own prospects for a regular life. “It felt awkward.”
 


 “You care enough about each other to squabble over things. You haven’t seen each other in how long? There’s going to be some adjustment, especially if you were so mean and cruel to our poor boy the last time you saw him,” Rief answered.
 


 “I was not mean and cruel!” Bethany exclaimed. “He and I see some things differently.” She paused. “I know you told me you’ve thrown yourself at him. I won’t stand in the way if you mean to keep trying.”
 


 “And I told you he wasn’t interested, because someone else had broken his heart, namely you. And if you’re this close and available, he isn’t going to be interested in me,” Rief replied, speaking slowly. “He isn’t the type of boy who takes advantage of girls. He has a very strict set of morals.
 


 “What are you going to do about your old boyfriend, Tritos? How are you going to break up with him?” she asked.
 


 Bethany glanced quickly at the pile of letters she had written to mail. “I am not breaking up with him. I’ve written him a letter, telling him I have to leave for an unknown time. I told him he’s been a good friend, but that I know there are things we aren’t completely compatible in.
 


 “It’s so hard to say things like that in a letter. So I didn’t break up with him, but maybe it’s coming, Rief. I can’t say. Well, I can say – now that I’ve seen Alec, I do think Tritos and I will break up. He was so comforting and kind and friendly, and here’s the important part after Alec, he was attentive and available. I’ve never had a rebound before.”
 


 “Do you think Tarnum had a rebound?” Rief asked.
 


 “You mean Imelda?” Bethany asked.
 


 “I don’t know the girl, but apparently you do,” Rief told her.
 


 “I wouldn’t call Imelda a rebound if she was within a hundred miles of me. She is one girl who is all about fight! But she’s a good person, and she’s good-looking too, in her own way,” Bethany reflected. “Maybe she was something like a rebound. She was a good choice for Alec if she was. Maybe she thought she was a rebound too,” Bethany mused. “Maybe that’s why she told him ‘no.’
 


 “How about you? Did you ever have a rebound after breaking up with a boyfriend?” she asked Rief.
 


 “I was a slave. I never had a boyfriend. I could have; lots of slaves did, but it’s awkward for slaves compared to free people. Slaves get traded sometimes, or commanded to be somewhere and they can’t be with their mate, or of course some slaves are used by their masters, and there are jealousy and fidelity questions and pains,” she said.
 


 They chatted on into the night for hours, and when Rief returned to her room, Alec was already in bed, drowsy and on the verge of sleep. Rief changed and crawled into bed beside him.
 


“Is everything okay?” he roused himself to ask.
 


 “Yes. Would you hold me, healer?” she whispered, moving over to lie close beside him. Alec made a soft sound in his throat and rolled over, placed his arms over the lonely girl, and fell asleep.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 39 – Return to the Cave
 

 


 


 The next morning they awoke together, their heads on the same pillow. Alec sat up, slightly embarrassed. “Where were you? I came back and you weren’t here and you weren’t in the common room?” he asked.
 


 “I was in Bethany’s room with her. We were talking,” she told him, also sitting up.
 


 “We don’t know where we’re going next. I thought that today in the market we might buy some travel bread and other supplies to take back with us to the cave,” he suggested. “I’m nervous,” he admitted. “I don’t understand why Bethany is necessary for this.”
 


 They got up and got dressed. “Maybe she’s not necessary for the trip,” Rief said.
 


 “What do you mean? Do you think we could go back to the cave without her?” he asked.
 


 “No. Maybe she is necessary for you, not the trip,” Rief said.
 


 “That’s an unusual thing to think,” Alec said nervously.
 


 Rief bit her tongue, and led Alec out the door. They found Bethany already at breakfast, and joined her. “I’m not sure what to do with my luggage. I assume you don’t want me to bring it all with me,” she said.
 


 Alec thought. “We could store it. We could store it at Natha’s dock here, or at the orphanage,” he suggested. “I could carry it to the orphanage this morning for you.”
 


 “Would you please? Where will we meet to leave?”she asked.
 


 “Rief and I will practice healing in our shop until you’re done with your job, and then we can all walk back here together,” Alec said.
 


 “Rief, you’re always so quiet when he makes suggestions,” Bethany commented. “You’ve got to speak up! You need to contradict him sometimes just to prove you can.”
 


 “I was raised as a slave,” Rief replied calmly. “It doesn’t pay to speak up when you’re a slave. Unless your master is a mute,” she added. “That was fun, to be in charge of talking for a few days.”
 


 “You didn’t hesitate to speak up then, I noticed,” Alec chimed in.
 


 Rief kicked him under the table.
 


 “I need to go get my crew started,” Bethany said, standing. “My bags are in my room. Just put the small blue bag with yours, and take the rest to the orphanage,” she instructed as she left the room.
 


 Alec and Rief ate their breakfast, then went up to Bethany’s room, from which Alec hauled two bags to the orphanage. After a visit to several vendors at the market, and a trip to the tailor to pick up their own clothes, they went to their healing shop, and treated the health needs of a constant stream of patients until Bethany’s arrival.
 


 “I’ve finished,” she said standing in the room of patients. The two healers finished serving those in the room with them, then walked with Bethany back to the hotel. Alec suggested they go up to their room to pick up their bags and depart from there. 

 


 “Where’s you other bed?” Bethany asked with raised eyebrows. “The two of you slept together in this one bed? And you haven’t proposed to this girl yet, Alec?”
 


 “It’s the only room they had when we checked in,” Alec said defensively. “And we’ve always slept together, haven’t we Rief?””
 


 “We didn’t sleep together the first night, when you got me drunk on wine the first time,” Rief commented.
 


 “Neither of you are helping yourselves, you know,” Bethany said.
 


 “Everyone take your bag,” Alec called to the women, as he pulled out his jar of dust and began pouring it in a circle. With the three of them tightly huddled together within the circle, Alec called upon the prophet. “Bring us back to your presence so that we may serve your wishes, John Mark,” he said softly, in a reverent voice, and the bright room became a dim cave.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 40 – Leaving the Mountains
 

 


 


 “Good Lord, watch over us,” Bethany said softly in reaction to their abrupt translocation.
 


 “He always watches over you,” John Mark said from behind them, causing all three to spin rapidly as they stepped apart.
 


 Bethany immediately sensed the holy power of the figure before her, and fell to her knees in a supplicant’s pose upon meeting the great prophet of her land.
 


 “Please stand, daughter,” John Mark told her. “Alec, I note that you never show such reverence.
 


 “Forgive my humor,” he continued. “You have done well on this trip. Rief, you have proven your great value with the kindness of heart and good counsel you have show these other two children.”
 


 “Thank you, John Mark,” she said with a real feeling of unaccustomed pride at the praise from the ghostly presence.
 


 “Was Bethany the person destined to come back with us?” Alec asked.
 


 “Can there be any doubt? Yes she is, and I will tell you why.
 


 “You will henceforth travel by foot. You are going to leave these mountains and retrace Alec’s path across the wide, dry plain to Sandyforks, and from there you will move down the river collecting pledges of armies and forces that will go to Bondell to fight the great battle against the invasion.
 


 “Alec knows how dry that plain is, and Bethany’s ability will be needed to keep you alive,” John Mark explained.
 


 “Father, you have sent these people across the lands,” Bethany said. “Couldn’t you just have deposited them in Sandyforks?”
 


 “That is an eminently practical question,” he answered. “But, no I cannot send someone away from this cave without bringing them back within six days. When we use this gift from God for travels, a small piece of the person’s soul remains here, and they must return to retrieve it,” the prophet explained. “So ultimately, there must be a physical journey to depart from the Cave.”
 


 “Is it like when Noranda would visit me?” Alec asked.
 


 “It is like that, and it is the opposite of that. In her case, only a part of her soul travelled, while her body remained in place. You have experienced the opposite,” John Mark answered.
 


 “Also, Alec, beware of relying on your powers the next few weeks. You have traveled through time on these missions so much that you will occasionally have two or three presences in the same day or week. It leads to very unpredictable exercises of your powers, as you have already noticed in Michian,” He warned. “Your first presence in a time will have the greatest chance of being able to exercise your powers, and the likelihood diminishes with each additional presence. If your original self in a time begins to use your powers, it may drain them away from your other presences, so do as little as you can. Do you have any other questions, or are you ready to go?”
 


 They looked at one another. “We are ready,” Alec spoke. 

 


 “Then show them the way, Alec. I imagine you have it memorized by now,” John Mark said, as he began to make a sign of benediction.
 


 “Wait!” Alec uttered.
 


 John Mark looked at him in surprise. “I just want to say, thank you. I know you love us all, and, and thank you for this journey,” he stammered to a close.
 


 “Go in peace, and serve the Lord,” John Mark said, looking at each of them, but seeming to give Alec a special smile, as he faded away from sight.
 


 The two girls looked at Alec. “Show us the way, since John Mark said this is your territory,” Bethany said.
 



 “We can do something else important here first,” Alec told them. “Bethany, this is the Cave of John Mark, where Rief and I received our healer powers. Would you like to become a healer ingenaire as well?”
 


 She looked at him in stunned silence. “I wouldn’t have to give up my water ingenaire powers, would I?” she asked.
 


 “I don’t think I gave up anything,” Alec pointed out.
 


 “Even if I did give up my water powers, I think it would be worth it. Then Rief and I can elect a new master healer to sit on the Council, and designate you as junior member of the house,” she laughed.
 


 “Let’s go down stairs to get started then,” Alec said, ignoring the threat.
 


 “You’re sure we get to climb down this time?” Rief checked.
 


 Alec looked at the window behind them, “I’m pretty sure,” he commented laconically, then received an elbow in his ribs.
 


 When they opened the door, the long endless stairway descended into the darkness below them.
 


 “I have to climb down there to do this?” Bethany asked, dumbfounded.
 


 “And then turn around and climb back up,” Rief answered.
 


 “And then climb back down again,” Alec added.
 


 “And it will be totally worth it,” Rief concluded.
 


 Bethany looked at the two of them, shook her head, and wordlessly began to descend.
 


 Rief and Alec walked behind her, looking at the information transcribed on the walls. “Alec,” Rief asked after a great deal of descent, “could you touch up our legs?”
 


 Alec reached down to her thighs and touched them lightly, releasing healing powers to take away the tiredness and pain, then did the same to Bethany and for himself. “That’s just like what you did for saddle-soreness when we rode to Bondell,” she commented.
 


 They continued walking down to the bottom. “Oh, this is so energetic!” Bethany exclaimed as she beheld the water that dripped, flowed and cascaded throughout the chamber they stood in. “It’s so pure, and powerful, and something else I can’t even find words to describe.” She stood with her eyes closed and face tilted upward, a look of ecstasy on her face. Alec stood and looked at her, drinking in the beauty of her profile, and Rief watched Alec look at Bethany.
 


 “What do we need to do?” Bethany asked.
 


 “We need to go outside, through that water and the door,” Alec pointed. He walked forward and into the water, feeling that still-stunning sense of chill, holiness, and cleanliness. He reached forward after many moments and opened the door. Rief came behind him, and Bethany slowed followed in their wake as they stepped out onto the mountainside ledge.
 


 “Oh Alec, everything else in the world pales beside this,” Bethany looked at him with open affection, her heart clean and pure.
 


 “Where are we?” she asked a moment later as she looked down the steep valley to the river far below.
 


 “We’re in the Pale Mountains,” Alec reminded her. “Are you ready to go back in and become a healer?” he asked.
 


 She nodded, and Alec opened the door behind them, then ushered the women inside. They all entered, and Bethany gaped at the now-legible information on the walls that had been invisible to her before. “We climb upward now,” Alec waved his arm, directing Bethany’s attention as she stood in the state of amazement that Alec and Rief had also shared when they first experienced the Cave.
 


 The three began climbing up the staircase that hugged the wall. “I don’t know why I’m climbing up all these stairs again,” Rief muttered in a low voice. “Well, I do know. I’d do it a dozen times a day for the experience.”
 


 No one else commented as they saved their breath for the long climb.
 


 When they reached the top of the stairs, all three had pounding hearts, both from the exertion and the anticipation. “You should go in there, alone at first. We’ll be right out here behind you,” Alec told her.
 


 “Why am I going in alone?” she asked with concern.
 


 “You will be the one to receive the powers by going in first. You will be blinded momentarily, but we will be right behind you and with you,” Alec assured.
 


 Bethany looked at him, looked at Rief, who nodded, then stepped to the door. “If you wanted to get rid of me, I’m sure you could have done it before now, so I might as well trust you,” she said with her sunny smile that Alec recognized so well as a sign of good spirits. She opened the door, the usual blinding flash of light occurred, and she called out in surprise, “Alec!”
 


 He stepped up behind her and placed his right hand on her hip and his left on her shoulder, making sure she stood steadily upright. “You’re going to be fine. Just pause a second. Your body, especially your vision, needs to adjust to your new abilities,” he told her softly. He felt her hand on top of his, then she spoke.
 


 “Yes, I can make out some light now,” she stepped forward, away from Alec, and towards the window. Rief stood beside him and held his hand. “I admit I feel so glad for you and her to have this,” Alec said. “But I feel a little jealous too about sharing something as special as this.”
 


 She looked up at him and smiled. “What? The great leader able to have a flaw?”
 


 “So many flaws,” he responded immediately. “Let’s go in with Bethany.” They walked in with her and stood in front of the inexplicable window, staring out at the landscape.
 


 After many silent minutes, Alec spoke. “We need to get going. We at least have to leave the cave and climb down to the river valley, and if we make it fast enough, we’ll be able to ride Walnut upriver a little ways.”
 


 Both girls remained for a minute longer, looking wistfully out the window at the forested mountain valleys, then turned and followed Alec on the trip down the stairs. Bethany again paused in the cleansing chamber, drinking in the powers of the water, literally and figuratively.
 


 “Where do we go now?” Rief asked when the three of them stood on the small ledge outside the chamber door.
 


 “Down,” Alec said laconically, only to have a bucket of water fall on his shoulders.
 


 “She did that to me the very first day she saw me, before I even knew she existed!” Alec exclaimed to Rief, pointing a finger at Bethany.
 


 “And you cut my favorite skirt!” Bethany replied.
 


 “I didn’t cut the whole thing, just the part right back here!” he reached out and spanked Bethany, leaving her with a look of complete surprise.
 


 Alec began to climb down the stony ladder in the cliff face, then directed encouragement to the women to find the rungs and take their time. When all three were down, Alec began to lead them through the opening that led back to the dell in the mountains. “Oh Alec! What does that mean?” Rief asked, looking at the lacerta skeleton near the other end.
 


 “He was a guard who was chasing me, and I killed him,” Alec said thoughtfully. “Then I was so crazy with fear I started running, and wound up where we just left.” He led them out through the dell, into a warm afternoon in the mountains. “Now it’s just straightforward climbing downhill,” he assured his companions. They continued down, and as they approached the river valley, Alec heard Walnut whinny to greet him; the horse was happy to have company again after a night and a day alone.
 


 “Should we start moving out?” Bethany asked after Alec had spent a few minutes socializing with his steed.
 


 “We can,” Alec looked up. “We’re going to have to go through the ruins of Riverside. It’s a little less than a half day away. It’s just superstition on my part, but I’d rather not spend a night there; I have too many memories. So we can just stay here, which is a good camping spot, or we can travel north for a while, and find another spot between here and Riverside,” he left the option hanging.
 


 “Let’s walk some,” Rief said. “I don’t want to just sit around here.”
 


 “I agree,” Bethany said.
 


 “That’s good for me,” Alec agreed. “I think Walnut will be able to carry two of us generally, while one walks. But no one has to ride him now,” he conceded, seeing the set looks on their faces. He took their bags and strapped them on Walnut, then untied the horse from the branch, and began leading them north along the east bank of the rippling waters of the young Giffey River.
 


 The sun was starting to set when they came to another mountain stream that had carved a shallow valley into the ridge they were following. “Let’s camp here,” Alec suggested. “I’ll go collect some fire wood if you want to set up a fire pit.” The two girls looked uncertain. “Or you can collect fire wood and I’ll set up the pit.” He gathered stones and arranged a pit in the earth, with a pair of large logs pulled near to provide seating, as the girls returned with their arms full of tinder and tree limbs. Alec unloaded Walnut, then led him down to drink from the stream. When he returned, the two girls were looking at him.
 


 “What’s for dinner, mighty leader, oh protector of the crown?” Bethany asked.
 


 “We bought some food back in Frame, for it’s not enough to last very long,” Alec said. “I don’t have a bow and arrow or even a knife, so we can’t do any game hunting. There are edible plants all around us, as I’m sure your health vision can tell you. Why don’t you go find a few plants up the valley, and I’ll go down by the river to get some tubers,” he suggested, not thrilled with the idea of roast tubers again, after eating too many on his last river journey.
 


 “How are we going to eat crossing the prairie?” Bethany asked, when they came back with some wild celery and other plants.
 


 “I hope that in Riverside’s ruins we’ll find some hunting goods, like a bow and arrow, that we can use out there,” Alec said. “The town has been in ruins for two years, so there won’t be anything edible.” He began striking his flint, and soon had the fire burning. “These can be tolerable,” he said as he cleaned and placed tubers on a thin flat stone that he placed in the flames.
 


 As they sat and cautiously ate their meal a few minutes later, Alec suggested they take turns keeping watch, and he gave Rief the first assigned watch, with himself in the middle, and Bethany last. He gave Bethany the blankets that he had rolled up on Walnut, while he and Rief used the items they had purchased in Frame, though not intended as night blankets. Before the sun had even set, Alec had his eyes closed and was falling asleep.
 

 Alec served the middle shift, then went back to his blankets and slept further. He awoke suddenly to find John Mark beside his bedroll in the middle of the night.  Bethany sat awake on the other side of the fire pit, while Rief remained asleep.  “What are you doing here, master?” he asked 


            “In your bag Alec, you will find one more jar of dust from my cave,” John Mark told him.  “There is likely to be a time when you will want to come back to my cave once again, and this dust will make it possible.  Keep it with you.  You will know when you need to return,” he spoke directly, then touched Alec’s forehead, who fell immediately back to sleep.


 The next morning Bethany woke Alec after the sun rose; he said nothing to her or Rief about John Mark’s visit, but checked his bag to confirm that the jar was there. He was groggy from the interrupted sleep of the middle watch, but gamely rose and piled his makeshift sleeping roll onto Walnut. They each ate a small nibble of the travel bread Alec had purchased, then resumed following the game trail that led them north in the shadowy bottomlands of the river valley.
 


 A very short time later they saw the Riverside bridge. “It’s so strong looking! How did the people of Riverside build something like that?” Bethany asked.
 


 “They didn’t,” Alec said. “I think Ari told us it was a remnant of the ancient civilization that used to rule these mountains. The people of Riverside built their town here because of the bridge, and where ever the ancient road goes to in the mountains in the east, I think that’s the way the lacertii came when they ravaged the town.” He led Walnut up and around the slope of the levee and arrived at the approach to the bridge. As he crossed it, he looked down to the weedy river bank below, where he and Noranda had been reunited with Aristotle following their flight through Riverside. He thought about Ari, and Noranda, each, he hoped, sitting comfortably in their respective cities of the Dominion.
 


 The lacertii had not held the town after ransacking it, or at least not held it recently. Weeds and creeping vines hid much of the face of the burnt buildings, and as they walked along the main street, they came to the remains of Richard’s traveling carnival, still sprawled along the middle of the town.
 


 “This is where I saw Ari perform an ingenaire feat for the first time,” Alec narrated. “And in there is where Noranda killed a lacertii. That,” he pointed to a burnt wagon, its roof gone but traces of paint still clinging in small strips to its sides, “was where the dancers usually rode, but I invited Natalie to ride with us that afternoon, and so she is alive.” He realized that tears were starting to well up in his eyes, and he knuckled them to clear his vision. He thought of the many people he had known in the caravan. They had been a family for him as he traveled – the performers, the workers, Richard, the owner and leader. He had not thought of them for a long time, and he felt consumed with the memories.
 


 A movement startled him, and he saw a dog trotting across the street cautiously watching the three travelers. Alec bent, held out a hand, and called gently to the animal. It stopped and sat on its haunches, its ears erect with attention, but it would not come any closer, despite Alec’s attempts. “I wonder what it’s lived on for the past two years?” he asked out loud.
 


 “It’s a dog. They know how to hunt,” Rief replied
 


 “That reminds me,” Alec said as he stood. “We ought to try to find some weapons we can use to hunt with for the next few weeks, like maybe some throwing knives, or a bow and arrow, and I’d be comfortable with a sword.” He began to look into the doors of houses as they passed, and carried out a bow and arrow from one, and two knives from another. The other houses he examined were empty of weapons but he was satisfied he had enough to secure wild game for their meals.
 


 “This was Ari’s wagon,” Alec said, stopping by the last pile of wreckage in the street. “We were always the last wagon in the caravan. Ari wanted it that way.” He looked into the charred rear of the wagon, and pulled out a blanket that was covered in soot. “This was mine,” he explained as he held it up.
 


 “Let’s get moving on out of here,” he said at last, as he realized how long he had been lost in contemplation. “They were all good people, may their souls rest in peace,” he said of his dead companions, and Rief and Bethany bowed their heads in prayer.
 


 Alec carried the two knives in his belt as they walked along the road out of Riverside. Even after two years without use, the trail was easy to follow, and by early evening they had climbed up onto the ridge that provided a view down at the Giffey River valley.
 


 “Let’s take a break,” Bethany suggested, and neither of the other two gave a hint of opposition.
 


 “Let’s spend the night up here. We’re just a couple of minutes away from where the carnival camped,” he gestured forward, and they walked to the spot where the road entered an opening among the trees. Alec took the bow and the few arrows along with it, and went into the forest to hunt some game for dinner. When he returned, all three of them looked at the deer carcass he was dragging, and they realized that none of them knew how to dress it or prepare it. Both girls agreed that Alec had shot it and had the knives, and so he therefore deserved the honor of preparing the meat while they went in search of plants, tinder, and stones for a fire pit.
 


 “What will the mountains be like?” Rief asked that night as they sat around the fire eating their meal.
 


 Alec thought. “Based on the carnival’s trip into here, I’d guess we’ll be walking through the mountains for three or four days. It’s rugged, but there’s no one out here at all. There might have been a miner or trapper at one time, but after the lacertii came through, they’ve probably all been cleared out.
 


 “There are cabins out at the edge of the mountains where some folks may still be living. We’ll have water and food in plenty while we’re in the mountains, but once we get to the true prairie, things get scarce and dry,” he told them.
 


 “What was it like, the carnival you were in?” Rief asked, and Alec began telling tales of the entertainers, remembering more as he told more, so that his stories lasted well past sunset. “Bethany, you take first watch, I’ll take second, and Rief can have the last,” he suggested after several seconds of silence around the dying fire embers.
 


 “Alec, it’s time to rise,” Rief told him the next morning. They ate left over deer haunch, then resumed walking, following the switchbacks of the trail as it descended steeply into a valley. Alec noted the still-evident signs of the branches that had been cut and trimmed two summers earlier to widen the trail, and at one point mid-day he remembered his panic when they passed the location where Jonso the clown had disappeared.
 


 That evening they reached the treacherous location where the road was missing as a result of the earthquake that had struck Richard’s carnival. They camped atop the ridge that night, took a full day to find suitable game paths they could descend with Walnut just to reach the bottom of the mountain, and then the fourth day since leaving Riverside they resumed traveling over the road.
 


 “Look out there,” Rief said from the lead when she reached the top of the ridge. On the western horizon the view was not another large ridge that they would have to cross; instead it was a lesser ridge, and foot hills beyond. They hurried down the slope, and continued to travel well into dusk in order to reach the top of the smaller, last ridge they would surmount in the Pale Mountains.
 


 The next day they started down the gentlest slope they had faced yet, and then followed the road among the foothills. They passed a cabin late in the afternoon, empty and clearly deserted, but not burnt and ransacked as if by lacertii. “How do you interpret this?” Bethany asked.
 


 “I would guess a settler wasn’t attacked, but found out that Riverside had been, and decided to flee,” Alec guessed. “Why don’t we spend the night here, under a roof for a change? We won’t have anything like this out on the plains.
 


 “I wish we had Alder or Shaiss to give us some light,” he said as they put Walnut in the shed behind the house.
 


 “Alec, Allisma wrote in her letter that Alder was killed in the battle with the lacertii,” Bethany said softly.
 


 Alec’s hands froze in the middle of latching the gate. He stood with eyes unfocused, trying to remember the confusing events of the battle. Had he ever seen Alder, he wondered? He had tried so hard to save all his friends.
 


 “Alec?” Bethany called gently.
 


 He wiped his cheek hastily. “I didn’t know,” he said. “I think I’ll go take a walk,” he said abruptly, and headed out the door. He left the homestead behind as he loped among the scattered trees and abandoned fields, until the house was no longer in sight. He sat down with his back against a tree trunk, and thought about Alder. The light ingenaire had been a boy with a good sense of humor, and had taken to life with the cavalry from the time Alec had asked him to go on the first trip to Bondell. He wondered how he had missed him out on the battlefield. He wondered how he had found anyone among the chaos of the battle, but once he found one of his friends, he thought he’d have found them all.
 


 Looking up, he saw a plume of smoke rising from the cabin into the darkening night sky, and he walked slowly back, stopping in the kitchen garden that was going wild to pull up some small carrots and potatoes. He gave the roots to Bethany, and dressed a rabbit he had shot earlier in the day, giving them the start of a hardy stew, cooked in a pot they found. That night they slept in bunks, with little talk as Alec’s melancholy mood infected them all.
 


 The next morning they ate left over stew, packed some useful items from the cabin onto Walnut, and set out again, walking west with the sun behind them. They passed another cabin that appeared to still be occupied, though they saw no one around. By mid-morning the foothills were turning into swales and undulating ground, so they could see further ahead towards the horizon, and saw a man leading a horse back and forth, pulling a plow across a field.
 


 “Ho, visitors!” the man called, and Alec led Walnut and his companions over to the farmer.
 


 “Who are you and where are you from?” the man called, taking off his hat as he walked over to the edge of the plowed ground.
 


 “I’m Alec, this is Rief, and this is Bethany,” Alec spoke up. “We’ve been on a pilgrimage to a holy place in the mountains, and now we’re returning.”
 


 “You made it out alive? The lacertii didn’t eat you up?” the man asked.
 


 “We didn’t see a one,” Alec replied. “We came through the ruins of Riverside, but never faced any problems.”
 


 “You’ll have a long, dry way to go across the grasslands,” the man said. “Do you have enough water bags with you?” he asked, looking at Walnut’s cargo.
 


 “We’ve got better than water bags,” Alec said proudly. “Bethany is a water ingenaire.”
 


 The man looked at her with a skeptical eye. “That’s mighty handy,” he said laconically. “Would you like to visit with my family and have a bite of supper?” he asked as he motioned west to a distant homestead.
 


 Alec looked at the girls, who nodded. “We’d like that very much,” he replied.
 


 “My name is Abram, by the way,” the farmer told them. “You go on over to the house and tell my wife I’ll be there as soon as the horse and I can unhitch and get back to the barn. Her name’s Sara.”
 


 With a set of waves the three ingenaire started walking again, and reached the farmstead in five minutes. “Ma, there’s visitors,” a child called from a tree branch over their heads, and a woman looked out a door seconds later.
 


 “Well gracious, who’d have known?” the woman said. “How are all of you?” she asked in a friendly tone.
 


 “We’re well,” Bethany said. She stepped forward and held the woman’s hand. “Your husband, Abram, invited us to join you for supper. He said he’d be here after he unhitches the horse.”
 


 “Tomas, get your brothers and sisters in here. Tell them to clean up, we’ve got company,” Sara said. “Come in and clean yourselves up if you need to,” she walked back into the house. Rief and Bethany walked in, while Alec tied Walnut to a tree.
 


 “Mom, Tomas said we’ve got visitors,” a voice called. “Hey, there’s a horse. Hey, there’s a visitor!” Alec saw a teenage boy come limping towards him.
 


 “Hi, I’m Sandy,” the boy said as he arrived at Alec’s side.
 


 “Hello, Sandy, I’m Alec,” he replied.
 


 “Tarnum, Sara says to come in if you want any food,” Rief called.
 


 “I thought you said your name is Alec,” Sandy commented.
 


 “Rief calls me that,” Alec said as they walked in together, “but most folks call me Alec.”
 


 The family consisted of the two parents and six children. Supper was a large roast, two loaves of bread, and vegetables from the family’s garden.
 


 The conversation during the meal confirmed the decline in the local population. “Three years ago there were a score of families less than a half-day walk away,” Abram told them. “But after the road to Riverside wiped out and then the city disappeared, people began going back to the Dominion. There’s no more than eight or nine families still around. Now we have to go back to Sandyforks to sell and trade, instead of Riverside. A couple of men will take a wagon of everyone’s goods in the fall to get sugar, horse shoes, and the like.”
 


 After dinner, Bethany spoke up. “We are healers, and before we go, we’d like to offer to treat you all, as a way to thank you for your generous hospitality.”
 


 Sara accepted the offer immediately. “The children could use some help with little things. Tomas has a bad tooth, I know.”
 


 The three healers turned the front porch into their clinic, and saw each child. Alec let the two girls practice their new skills for diagnosing and making short term remedies for colds or infections, but he lent his greater powers to help improve the health of those who needed it. Sandy was the oldest and last of the children to arrive. Rief and Bethany addressed some herbs to put on his acne, while Alec thoughtfully examined the withered right leg. The leg was completely missing an adductor longus muscle.
 


 “Sandy, I think I can heal your leg,” Alec told the boy.
 


 “It’s as good as it can be Alec,” the teen responded in a regretful tone.
 


 “No, I think we can make it as good as the left leg. Bethany, Rief, will you please place your hands on my shoulder and pray for healing powers?” he asked.
 


 He stretched the leg out flat, and began to give Sandy a sense of peace and tranquility, lulling him into a light sleep so that he wouldn’t feel the dramatic changes in his leg. Alec then began to shift the existing muscles closer to the places they belonged, stretching them and guiding them.
 


 “This will be the hard part,” he told his friends. “Creating a new muscle will take much more energy than altering an existing one.” He found the site on the leg bone where the muscle was supposed to be attached, and started there, building the connecting tissues, then the muscle material itself, while he heard the faint drone of praying whispered behind him. He worked up to the pelvis, where he began the steps needed to connect the muscle at the upper end. With the construction of the muscle material complete, he began to tighten and strengthen it, then attended to each of the surrounding muscles, reorienting them to work with the new adductor longus.
 


 At last, Alec felt that the job was done, and he rose back up to a standing position. He turned to Rief and Bethany. “Thank you. I felt your support.”
 


 “Alec, that was wonderful to see. Are you going to teach us how to do that?” Rief asked. “I feel so good about being able to fix these teas and salves, but then I see what you can do, and it seems like a whole different level of power!” her eyes were gleaming.
 


 Alec turned and shook Sandy awake. “How does your leg feel?” he asked.
 


 “Different,” was his one word answer. He bent the leg several times. “It feels crowded, like there’s something else in there.” He sat up, and took Alec’s offered hand to help him stand up. He shifted his weight back and forth, and took his first tentative step. He took another step and another, a slight limp still evident. “It feels much better and stronger,” he concluded, a smile on his face.
 


 Abram came around the corner of the house just then. “I’ve got to get the horse back out to the field,” he told them. “It’s been a pleasure to see some friendly new faces, especially a couple of such pretty ones.”
 


 “Dad! They fixed my leg! Look!” Sandy told his father and walked over to his father with his smoother gait.
 


 Abram watched the boy, then looked at the healers. “How in the world did you do that?” the father asked.
 


 “We are healer ingenairii,” Alec answered. “It is our gift.”
 


 “Good lord! You really are ingenairii? You seemed like just regular people to me! I thought you were pulling my leg in the field,” Abram said with surprise. “Sara! Sara!” he called.
 


 As the mother came out, Alec walked over by the father and examined him closely. He saw that Abram’s heart was perilously close to failing, likely to do so in a sudden and fatal event. Taking Bethany’s hand, he led her over to Abram, and with her prayers behind him, poured his powers into Abram’s chest, improving the heart’s efficiency. The man wouldn’t notice anything dramatic, but he wouldn’t die soon, and he’d have more energy in his everyday activities, Alec knew.
 


 “Thank you!” Sara said, as she hugged each of the women. “Sandy will be able to do so much more,” she paused, and a tear came to her eye. “He’ll have a much better life now.”
 


 Alec looked at Sara, and examined her too. He felt another chill in his heart. “Would you excuse us for a moment?” he asked, and motioned his two friends over. “Would both of you examine Sara and tell me what you see?” he suggested.
 


 Both girls stepped back over to the knot of family members and stood there for a moment, then returned to Alec with somber faces. “She has breast cancer, doesn’t she?” Rief asked softly. The other two nodded in agreement.
 


 “You can heal that though, can’t you. healer?” Rief asked.
 


 “I can,” he agreed. “But since she’s a married woman, and since her husband is here, and since there are two female healers here, I’d rather not be the one to place my hand there to give her healing powers,” he explained with a serious expression. “I’ve used other ingenairii’s powers before, but I’ve never sent power through an ingenaire. I think that working with another healer ingenaire like you two, we could make it work.”
 


 They both looked at him with inscrutable expressions. Because of her ingenaire background and her knowledge of Alec’s extraordinary accomplishments in the past, Bethany understood what he was suggesting about the transference of powers, but for Rief it was all a foreign concept. “You think you could send your powers through us to do what you want it to?” she asked skeptically.
 


 “Because you’re healers, I think that the right energies will travel through you and maintain its integrity so that it carries out the purpose we want it to,” he said.
 


 “So one of us would place our hand on the lady in a place you don’t want to touch, and you would place your hand on us to send your power through us?” Rief repeated, and Alec nodded. “And where on our body will you need to place your hand?” she asked. Bethany immediately arched an eyebrow at the question.
 


 Alec grinned. “I believe that if I put my hand on your shoulder, it will suffice,” he answered. “If I’m wrong, and I have to put it somewhere else,” he paused, “we can talk about it.”
 


 “This is all assuming that Sara will allow us to do this,” Bethany pointed out. “Now that they know we’re ingenairii, they may not trust us as well.”
 


 “Why wouldn’t they trust us?” Rief asked in surprise. “We’ve just done a great thing for them, and are offering more.”
 


 Alec remembered Inga’s words to him in Goldenfields long ago, when he had first begun to discover his ingenaire abilities, and she had warned him that people in the world did not trust the ingenairii. “We’re different from other people,” he said. “Think about the sorceress in Michian. Did people want to be friends with her?” He saw her slight shudder in reaction. “It’s similar, but it’s not. People are afraid of what they don’t understand.
 


 “Bethany, go talk to Sara, and explain what we think and would like to do to help her,” Alec said.
 


 “Yes, it needs to be a woman that opens the discussion, I agree,” Bethany said, and she left to go over to the family.
 


 Minutes later she was back. “Sara has agreed to do this. If her husband wasn’t still around, I think you could have done this yourself, Alec. She’s a practical lady.”
 


 “She has to be practical, living with six children out here,” Rief pointed out.
 


 “Bethany, since you’ve got experience with the powers, let’s begin with you, and then if Sara doesn’t object, Rief, we’ll work through you as well,” Alec planned.
 


 “Let’s go inside so the children don’t get involved,” Sara suggested, as Abram looked on grim-faced. They all walked in and entered a tiny bedroom, where the parents apparently had their only hope of privacy.
 


 Sara lay down, and Bethany gingerly reached under her blouse, profusely apologizing the whole time. Alec then slid his hand onto Bethany’s shoulder. “Will I feel anything?” Sara asked.
 


 “You shouldn’t feel anything but perhaps a tingle,” Alec assured her. “Are you ready?” he asked, and watched her tightly nod her head.
 


 “Bethany, just exercise your health vision, and pray for healing, and let my powers flow through you,” he said.
 


 She nodded, and Alec let his powers flow gently into her shoulder, then by sensing its resistance, he guided it to flow down her arm and into Sara. Bethany’s body initially resisted the power, letting it flow tentatively, then began to adapt to the power, allowing it to flow more smoothly as her own energy adopted characteristics of the healing power. Alec’s spiritual powers remotely sensed the wonder Bethany felt, and the concentration she focused on trying to understand and learn.
 


 Alec sensed the progress they were making, and stopped the flow of his energy just before the last of the tumors were killed. “Why’d you stop?” Bethany asked in surprise, turning her head to look into Alec’s eyes.
 


 “I thought we’d let Rief experience this too,” Alec said.
 


 “Then shouldn’t you take your hand out of my blouse?” Bethany asked as she removed her own hand from Sara.
 


 Alec jerked his hand up quickly, and blushed, then grew more embarrassed at his own over-reaction.
 


 Bethany and Rief exchanged places. “With your permission?” Rief asked Sara, who nodded calmly, allowing the former slave girl to gently position her hand. Alec’s hand tentatively slid along Rief’s collarbone to its position.
 


 “Just use your healing vision, and pray for healing,” Alec instructed her too, and he began to release his powers into her shoulder. They flowed more smoothly through Rief initially, due to her unfamiliarity with the use of the power. Her body did not resist the power, but did not seem as prepared to adapt to it, passively letting it flow into Sara, where Alec finished the task of killing the last of the dangerous cells that resided in her flesh.
 


 He stopped, and withdrew his hand from Rief, who also pulled her hand back from Sara. Abram, who had been silent as an observer in the small room, asked, “Is she cured?”
 


 “Alec has killed all the cancer that we saw,” Bethany affirmed.
 


 Abram reached out and gave Alec a hearty slap on the back, the most demonstrative he had been during their visit. Alec winced at the impact of the farmer’s powerful hand.
 


 “We’ve got a long way to go, and I’m confident all of you are as healthy as we can make you,” Alec said.
 


 “Is there anything we can give you? anything you need?” Sara asked, already standing up.
 


 Alec edged towards the door and opened it, letting all the adults flow out into the farmhouse’s main room, where most of the children stood curiously. “May we have a loaf of bread to take with us?” Rief asked. “Yours is so good, and I don’t think Alec is going to bake any for us on the rest of the trip,” she said.
 


 “That’s nothing to ask for at all,” Sara cried. “I’ve got two loaves sitting still warm, and a cake to boot. You take all of them, and take something more,” she urged. “That’s hardly any kind of thanks for healing Sandy as you did, let alone the rest.”
 


 “No, those will be greatly appreciated. Those baked goods will taste like manna from heaven,” Bethany said. “You have no idea how poorly Alec makes us eat when we travel,” she gave a sideways smirk to him as she spoke, and he sputtered in indignation.
 


 “If you’re going to Sandyforks, you’ve got two or three weeks of travel ahead of you,” Abram warned. “Are you ready for that?”
 


 “It will be long, but we’ll be ready. I hope that because we’re traveling so light, we’ll be able to do it a bit quicker than that,” Alec explained. “So if everyone is ready, we’ll saddle up Walnut and be on our way.”
 


 They returned outside, and Alec asked both girls to ride on Walnut together. “If I use my warrior powers, I can run alongside and we can cover ground at a faster pace,” he explained before they could protest.
 


 “Yes, oh mighty crown protector,” Bethany answered as she began to climb up, followed by Rief. With a wave of their hands towards their hosts, the group set out again, following the trail across the prairie that led back to the cities of the Dominion. Alec engaged his warrior powers, and for the remainder of the afternoon they traveled at a fast clip across the land. By the time the sun was near setting, Alec released his powers and called a halt, tired by his long use of powers.
 


 Scrubby trees nearby provided the fuel for their fire that night, a diminished, smoky affair. They sat around the fire, eating a dinner that was small amounts of several food items they had, as they tried to save and stretch their food supply out.
 


 “How did Alec’s power feel to you, Rief?” Bethany asked during a long silent spell.
 


 “I don’t know how to describe it,” she said. “Because of what the Cave gave me, I didn’t feel uncomfortable with it, and I could understand and watch it work. But it was different from anything I’ve ever felt before. It felt, well, I guess healthy is the word,” she struggled to explain.
 


 “Do you think you can generate something like that yourself?” Alec asked.
 


 “Maybe. Probably. It will take some time,” she said.
 


 “We can work on lessons on how to grasp the power, and there are some things about healing I learned from reading the old papers that will help,” Alec suggested.
 


 “How did it feel to you?” he asked Bethany.
 


 She hesitated. “It felt like you,” she said. “Now that I’ve felt it, with what I know about my water powers, I think I’ll be able to work up to doing things like that. But this afternoon it mostly felt like you. I think I know a little more about you now,” she said thoughtfully, and would say no more.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 41 – A Life Preserved
 

 


 


 They set no guard that night, and all woke at the same time when the sun was rising and Walnut nickered lightly. They spread out to discreetly attend to nature on the plain where there was little cover, and then resumed traveling westward. By mid-afternoon the Pale Mountains were no longer in sight, but they kept on moving at the brisk pace Alec wanted. He felt an urgency to start the recruitment of forces and to press their advance to help Bondell.
 


 “Alec, can we take a break?” Bethany asked, after a whispered conversation between the girls on the horse.
 


 Alec obediently slowed to a walk, and held Walnut’s reins as the girls dismounted. They spread out for privacy, and seconds later Bethany screamed in a tone of real terror and pain that send chills up his spine. He raced towards her, pulling his knife free from his belt, and saw a large cat standing on Bethany’s limp body, its ears back, snarling at him as he arrived, with Rief somewhere behind him.
 


 Alec ducked in close to the animal, using his powers, and sliced its neck sending a bloody spray across Bethany, himself, and the quickly dying animal’s body. “Oh Tarnum!” Rief cried in horror, as Alec rolled the heavy body off of Bethany and examined her body. The animal had snapped her neck, and she was dead.
 


 “Is she dead?” Rief asked.
 


 “Yes, but I can save her if I do it fast,” he answered.
 


 Frantically, he pulled the glove off his left hand and placed both hands on Bethany, prepared to send a surge of healing power into her. But instead he gave a wail, as no powers came forth, just as they had failed him at times in Michian.
 


 He turned and looked at Rief in terror. “I can’t heal her; my powers have failed!” he said.
 


 “Can I help?” Rief asked.
 


 Alec thought for a split second. “Place your hands on my shoulders and send your healing powers into me,” he directed. “I’ll direct them to heal her.”
 


 “I don’t know how to make the powers happen yet, Tarnum,” Rief said in a pitiful voice.
 


 “If we don’t do something quickly, there’s no reviving her,” Alec said. He looked at Rief. “I can try to force your powers out of you, but it could be painful,” he said, looking at the scars on his left hand.
 


 “Will it help bring Beth back to life?” Rief asked.
 


 “It may be our only chance,” he said, almost begging.
 


 “Do it then,” Rief said, and she closed her eyes.
 


 Alec placed his left hand on her forehead, and the Spiritual powers that were imbedded in his hand dramatically rekindled and sprang into action, telling him about her fears for Bethany, her hopes for the future, her love for him. He rapidly placed his spirit in the gray space between worlds, as though he were working on an elementary ingenaire exercise, and drove his spirit through the hand and into Rief’s psyche, seeking to find her spirit. He rapidly and mercilessly rooted through her consciousness until he found the spark that he knew was the essence of the girl, and he dragged it with him towards the spot where the ingenaire powers resided.
 


 Suddenly his other powers reignited as inexplicably as they had failed, and he plunged into the ingenaire domain with Rief still in his care, then pulled her out as he emerged ready to heal Bethany. He removed his hand from Rief’s head and placed her hands on his shoulders, then turned and placed his own hands on Bethany.
 


 “Take your power and send it into me,” he ordered Rief. He sent his own power into the blond woman’s body, repairing the neck bones and the damaged nerves, then treating the harm done to the brain. He moved his hands down to her chest and started vigorously pumping, physically forcing the lungs to exhale and inhale, pumping the blood through the body, while send pulses of healing power into the organs as well.
 


 He felt his healing powers start to fail from the intense drain he had demanded, and he called on Rief’s power, sucking it into him and through him into Bethany, until the body started to generate activity on its own. He felt the glimmer of a spirit through his left hand, and he focused his energies there, going out in search of Bethany’s spirit before it retreated too far from her body.
 


Alec sensed Bethany nearby, and launched himself after her.  He could feel Rief’s spirit being dragged along, attached to him by his grip on her power.  And he could sense his approach to Bethany as well. When he encountered her, the contact felt like a sudden burst of vibrance. 


                Thinking back to his experiences in past rescues from near-death, he firmly held her spirit and restored it to her own body, then reached through his spiritual powers, now enhanced by using the strength in his hand, and wrapped her with a sense of love, focusing on affection and concern and fidelity and trust until he realized that the strength was a combination of his own feelings as well as the holy love.  He felt the permanence of the renewed bonds between Bethany’s body and her spirit, and he withdrew, again taking Rief with him and returning back to her body. 


                He felt a sting of pain, but it was overshadowed as he felt the shock and incomprehension that the girl from Michian was suffering after being whipsawed around the series of overwhelming ingenaire experiences, and he took time to gently cradle her back home, sharing with her as well the love and respect he owed her for her devotion.  Withdrawing from Rief he came to rest within his own body at last.  Taking a pause to recover from the frenetic, explosive use of energies, he used his last moments of consciousness and energy to confirm that Bethany’s health was sound, and then he passed out. 





  



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 42 – Return to Stronghold

  


                When Alec awoke, he was lying on his back in the empty prairie.  The dead lion carcass was to his left, and the two girls were sitting nearby to his right, their heads close together.  The sun was near the horizon, but still gave warmth that soaked into his body.  He slowly sat up, and both girls turned their heads to look at him. 


                “Are both of you okay?” he asked.  He placed his hands on the ground to push himself up, then gasped in pain and jerked his left hand from the ground.  He tumbled sideways, then looked at the palm of his hand.  The wounds in the palm were open and bleeding, exposing tendons and sensitive flesh; above them, a new ingenaire mark glistened – a vibrant cross that seemed to emanate energy.  Cradling his left hand in his right, Alec tried to use his healer energy to cure the injury, but found no power available to draw upon. 


                “We’re good, now,” Bethany told him.  “Are you alright?  What happened?” she motioned to his hand to indicate the subject of her concern.   Both girls rose and came over to him. 


                He showed the palm to them.  “You’ve got another mark, Alec!” Bethany said as her finger touched the fourth emblem he possessed.


Rief continued to study the injury in his hand. “Can’t you heal it?” she asked. 


                “Not at the moment.  I’m out of energy,” he told them.  “Are both of you alright?” he asked. 


                “I think we’re both a little battered and bruised, but we’re fine.  Better than you,” Bethany said, and in her teasing words, Alec heard the old affection he had once upon a time always heard her express.  He looked at her with hope in his eyes, and she smiled shyly back. 


                “Cut it out you two!  No goo-goo eyes now,” Rief said with a brusqueness belied by the smile on her face. 


                “Rief, how do you feel?” Alec asked, wishing he could use his spiritual powers to sense her feelings. 


                “I’m breathless,” Rief replied.  “I went from fear to pain to wonder to excitement to surprise to relief to comfort,” she rattled away.  “But, it was good at the end.  Bethany is alive, and that’s what matters.” 


                “Well, so she is,” Alec commented, looking at the water ingenaire.  “I felt like I was reliving two events with Cassie just now; both the healing on the beach and the initiation of her powers.  I think this turned out as well as the first and better than the second.” 


                “I thought the same thing!” Bethany cried.  “I was just telling Rief about the time you ran away from me to be with Cassie!” 


                Alec looked at the carcass nearby, and thought in practical terms for a moment.  “I don’t think we’re going to ride any farther today.  Why don’t I carve some steaks off the cat, and we can try to scrounge up enough fuel for a fire.”  He looked around and saw a few bushes, and some scattered trees in the distance.  “You two go together to pick up firewood, and call if there’s trouble,” he told them.  As they left, he began butchering the carcass, regretting all the meat they wouldn’t be able to take with them because it would spoil too fast.  He finished cutting enough for dinner and breakfast, then went to tend Walnut.  He unloaded the horse’s pack and hobbled his legs, then laid out the sleeping blankets and cleared a space for the fire.  Satisfied that he had done all that he could, Alec sat and waited for the girls to return.             


                Minutes later they returned with two meager armloads of wood.  “There’re a couple of big pieces over there we couldn’t bring because they were too heavy,” Bethany said.  “Would you come with me to go back to get them?” 


            Alec agreed, but first kindled a small flame for Rief to use in getting their fire started.  He and Bethany walked away from the campsite, squinting into the quickly setting sun, which sat on the horizon and glared directly into their eyes as they walked west. 


            “You are always going to do amazing things, aren’t you?” Bethany asked as they walked. 


            “I will always try to do what I can,” Alec replied.  “But it was so frightening this time.  My powers wouldn’t work at first, and I had to take Rief into the energy realm on a crash course.  Once I had connected her with my abilities, she got taken through everything I did – healing and spiritual.  She’s pretty resilient to handle all of it.  At least I hope she handled it,” he said. 


            “She told me something about it,” Bethany said.  “She is feeling fine right now.  I think it happened so fast she didn’t have time to react, and you apparently were very kind to her at the end of the trauma.” 


            “She deserves all the kindness I can give her,” Alec said.  “She was willing to trust me completely when I asked to use her power, not to mention how much she did for me back in the empire. 


            “I’m glad she was here to help when I needed her.  Without her I might not have been able to save you,” he continued.  “I didn’t even have time to feel panic from the time you screamed until the time it was all over. 


            “John Mark was surprised when Rief came back from Michian with me,” Alec said as Bethany pointed to the wood he was to carry.  “He didn’t expect her to be on this trip with us; it was just supposed to be you and me.  But if she hadn’t been here, well,” he didn’t finish his line of thought. 


            “I guess you know I love you Bethany,” he added as he gingerly picked up the log, favoring his injured hand. 


            “I felt it Alec, so directly and so completely, I know, I just know.  You have shown me your heart in a way that leaves no doubt about your love,” she replied.  “And you know I love you too,” she added as she leaned in and pecked him on the cheek while adding more wood to the load in his arms.

 Alec felt it was one of the best moments of his life.

 They took their time picking up pieces of fuel, and by the time they returned to the fire, Rief had a merry blaze going, and the meat was roasting over the flames. “That took a while; did you two go out looking for a priest to marry you?” Rief asked without malice. “You know, I was right there with you in that whole, incredible rescue of Bethany, so you don’t really have any secrets from me at this point!” she added brightly.

 “Why would I want a priest to marry me? I’m sure there are other men available,” Bethany deliberately misunderstood.


The next day they resumed the journey at the rapid pace Alec wished for, and for the rest of the journey they continued to hurry along.  Within two weeks they had arrived in the area that acknowledged the rule of the leader of Sandyforks, and Alec took the opportunity to stop at the first inn they came to.  


                “You know what we need to do first,” he said as he helped them climb down from the horse. 


                “A big meal with lots of sweets, bread and milk,” Rief said brightly. 


                “Wrong,” Alec responded. 


                “A long, hot, soaking bath,” Bethany insisted. 


                “Wrong, too,” Alec answered. 


                “A club to knock upside your head,” Bethany rejoined. 


                “And a gag to put in your mouth,” Rief added, as the two girls covered their smiles. 


                “Ladies, ladies,” Alec sighed.  “The first thing we do is make sure Walnut is taken care of,” he said as he led the horse into the stable yard.  “And I’ll see if there’s room in the hay loft for us to stay.” 


                Rief looked at him with glum disappointment, taking him at his word, while Bethany took off her shoe and threw it at him. 


            As it turned out, Alec paid for three rooms in the inn, and hot baths for all of them as well.  “I remember when we took a bath together in Michian,” Rief said as Alec made the arrangements with the innkeeper. 


            “You two took a bath together?” Bethany asked, her eyebrows arching as she looked at Alec. 


            “Not exactly,” Alec began.  “I was feeling dirty and wanted to bathe.” 


            “In Michian, the bath houses are where men and women go to, ahem,” Rief explained with an arch look on her face. 


            Alec longed to be a water ingenaire, so he could dump a bucket of water on Rief. 


            The next day the trio left the inn.  Alec used his dwindling supply of money from Frame to purchase another horse, and they rode through the farmland and countryside to Sandyforks, and then on to Growerstown, and days later they reached the eastern side of Stronghold. 


            “This is where we begin our work,” Alec said as they pulled their horses up outside the gate in the city wall.  “The Locksforts will give us the start we need.”  They entered the city and took the long, slow walk down the cliff to the lower town, where Alec led them to the Locksfort compound gate.  “We’re here to see Durer and Johanna,” Alec casually told the guard at the gate.  “Would you tell them that Alec the healer from Oyster Bay has returned to town?” 


            The guard looked at Alec with a speculative glance.  “I was here when we fought Mooreen for control of the clan.  I’m a good friend of Noranda, and Brandeis and Delle, although I know he’s not here,” Alec patiently said.  “Or if you could even bring Circh out, I’m sure she’ll lead us in to the cousins.” 


            “I’ll send a message,” the guard said in a helpful tone, and soon a servant was carrying a note up to the family quarters.

 Just minutes later Noranda came hurrying towards the gate, and as soon as she saw Alec she squealed with joy and ran to him, jumping on him in a hug of friendship and kissing him soundly.

 “Look at your hair!” Alec exclaimed. “It does grow back after all.”


 “How many girls does he have planted around your Dominion?” Rief asked Bethany.
 


 “This is one of the ones he saved from dying. Strangely, he seems to save the lives of pretty girls most often,” Bethany observed in an audible aside. “There’s Noranda here, Cassie in Goldenfields, Imelda down in Bondell, now me.”
 


 “Wasn’t there one named Annalea in Goldenfields too?” Rief asked.
 


 Alec and Noranda had turned to face the two girls in their staged dialog.
 


 “Yes, I believe there was, and maybe Yula as well. Has he saved your life yet and fallen in love with you?” Bethany answered.
 


 “He hasn’t done either. Should I start choking now to win his heart?” Rief continued.
 


 Noranda was smiling at the obviously good-natured jesting.
 


 “I’ve never seen these girls before,” Alec said solemnly, only to be doused in a deluge of water seconds later.
 


 “May we come in?” Alec asked Noranda. “We need a place to rest, and I need to speak to Durer with a request.”
 


 “Come in, come in,” Noranda motioned them all. “I’m Noranda,” she said, introducing herself to Bethany and Rief. “Have we met before?” Noranda asked Bethany. “You look familiar.”
 


 “My name is Bethany, an ingenaire from Oyster Bay. I’ve heard a great deal about you,” Bethany said. “But I don’t recollect having met you directly.”
 


 “My name is Rief,” the other girl said.
 


 “What a wonderful accent!” Noranda exclaimed as they reached the stables. She held out an arm to hold the other girls back. “Let Alec go in and muck the horse around on his own,” she suggested.
 


 “Where are you from?” she further asked Rief.
 


 The girl hesitated for just a moment. “I am from a far-away land, the Michian Empire.”
 


 “I’ve heard the name, maybe from a trader,” Noranda thought out loud. “Did you all have a nice trip up the river?”
 


 “We actually came down the river,” Bethany answered. We came through Growerston.”
 


 Noranda looked puzzled. “Alec must be coming from the battles in Goldenfields, and you’re from Oyster Bay, so how do you travel here by way of Growerston?”
 


 Alec was loaded down with bags as he returned from placing Walnut in a stall. “We’ll tell you all about that. It’s part of the story I want you and Durer and Brandeis and Johanna to hear.”
 


 Noranda was now leading them to the family quarters. “Let’s put you in rooms first, and I’ll see if we can set up a meeting this afternoon. Durer is usually pretty busy, but a surprise visit from the crown protector is special. Should I call you sire or majesty?”
 


 “May I offer other suggestions?” Bethany quickly asked, and Noranda winked at her.
 


 “Here are the guest quarters,” Noranda opened a door and motioned to a maid in the hallway. “We have other rooms as well if you need more,” she suggested casually as they walked into the rooms. “Alec, you can have your old room back if you like,” she added.
 


 Alec looked at the single bed in each room, then looked at his traveling companions. “Maybe I should stay in my old room,” he agreed. The maid entered the room and brought linens to prepare the beds. “I can find my own way,” he said as he laid down the girls’ bags on a table. “I’ll be back down in an hour, if you could send word here about a meeting time and place.”
 


 He left the room and wandered upstairs and through the halls until he came to the room he had first occupied, and he stepped over to the window to look out at the panoramic view of the great waterfall and the city spread out below. It was an impressive view, and he felt a warmth in his heart towards the city. That was a surprise, after his very first experience had been an ambush at the Millershome wharf, and he had later been tortured in dungeons below the Locksfort compound. But a number of good people had fought with him to beat Mooreen and her forces, and had turned his heart around.
 


 “May I come in?” a voice called from the doorway, and Alec turned to see Brandeis strolling into the room.
 


 The two friends thumped each other on the back and shoulder as they grinned at one another.
 


 “How the devil did you get here?” Brandeis asked. “We just got a note that you’re lying unconscious in an army camp out in the middle of nowhere. Now, it turns out you’re right here back in your old stomping grounds. We don’t need to go down to the wharfside taverns to beat up more ruffians, do we?”
 


 Alec laughed at the memory. “If we don’t do any fighting this time, I’ll call it a good visit to Stronghold,” he laughed. “It got a little bloody last time, didn’t it?
 


 “Oh Brandeis!” he suddenly recollected. “I saw Mooreen a few weeks ago!”
 


 “You did?!” Brandeis asked. “Where? Did you let her live?”
 


 “It was far away. I’ll tell you all about it when we all get together,” Alec said.
 


 “Speaking of which, I’m here to escort you to a meeting with Durer and Johanna. Norrie is bringing your lady friends,” Brandeis said as he stood and led Alec out the door, “Speaking of which, I thought you had good tastes when you were wooing Johanna…”
 


 “I was not wooing Johanna,” Alec quickly replied.
 


 “Am I not worthy of your royal attention?” Johanna asked, emerging into the hallway from an adjoining room.
 


 Alec blushed, and hugged the lovely girl who was now married to the leader of the Locksfort clan. “How could I ever be worthy of the love of someone as pure and kind as you?” Alec asked in the same teasing tone, and he walked into the meeting room with an arm around each of his friends. At a rich, wooden table in the comfortable room, speaking politely with Bethany and Rief, sat Durer, now the head of the Locksfort clan after an uprising that Alec had fought in to displace Mooreen’s corrupt rule.
 


 Durer came to greet him and Johanna, and the three of them embraced in a warm and emotional reunion. “Alec, it’s so good to see you back here!” Durer roared with delight. “I don’t know how or why you’re here, but I’m glad.”
 


 “If Delle were here we’d have the whole gang together!” Noranda laughed.
 


 “I think Alec’s made a good trade of those two for Delle,” Brandeis said with a laugh.
 


 “That’s because you haven’t spent the time with them that I have,” Alec said with mock scornfulness, drawing hoots from around the table.
 


 Johanna and Durer and Alec were seated, and Noranda rose to go stand by her husband, Brandeis, watching the happy threesome. “I didn’t know he could show such friendship and joy,” Rief said quietly to Bethany. 

 


 The blond observed him for another moment. “Back in Goldenfields, for a time, he had a lot of friends his own age and he wasn’t quite as exalted as he is now. And when he came home to the shop, he could be just one of us, able to laugh and play games and enjoy himself. And it looks like he found a group of friends here too, but he doesn’t experience this very often at all, I’m afraid.”
 


 “You’ll have to make sure he does,” Rief said gently, placing her hand on Bethany’s.
 


 “Alec, why are you wearing that glove?” Johanna asked as they all disengaged and sat down around the table.
 


 Alec’s eyes met Bethany’s for a moment before he answered. “I’ve injured my hand, and I wear this for protection.”
 


 “But you’re a healer!” Johanna replied.
 


 “And so are Bethany and Rief now,” Alec added. “But this is more than just a physical matter, and I need to keep it covered.
 


 “Why don’t I start somewhere closer to the beginning of the story, and leave some parts of it out, but tell you enough to explain why I’m going to ask for more of your army to help me immediately fight against the greatest danger the Dominion has faced in generations.”
 


 “First,” Durer said, “feel free to take as much time as you need. And second, we hope you will accept these gifts we found and wish to restore to you.” He reached under the table and pulled out a sword, which he presented hilt-first to Alec.
 


 He accepted the gift and looked at it with a smile, then stood and held it in his gloved left hand, enjoying the perfect balance it provided as he gripped it. “This is wonderful! Where did you find it?”
 


 Johanna came forward, and raised her arms over Alec’s head, then carefully lowered a chain around his neck. On the necklace was a bejeweled letter “T.”
 


 The jewels in the bauble seemed to throw off extra sparkles as they rested on his chest. “These were found wrapped in rags down in the dungeons,” Durer explained. “Whether it was the jailers or Mooreen, or someone else, your sword and pendant were secured away, and we wanted to return them.”
 


 “Oh, it’s a T for Tarnum!” Rief exclaimed, as others looked in startled surprise at her. “In Michian he was given a new name – Tarnum, and that’s what I’ve called him since we arrived here.”
 


 “It’s the king’s name,” Durer said quietly. “Tarnum was the family name of the last dynasty of kings here in the Dominion.”
 


 “This was a gift that the orphanage had for me,” Alec clarified. “It belonged to my mother, as a gift to her from my father. It is the only thing I have to connect me to my parents, so whatever the T means is not as important to me as the thought of whose hands it rested in once upon a time.
 


 “Let me tell you what has happened,” Alec changed topics. “A far-away land, Michian, has invaded the Dominion and means to conquer all our lands. They have had the help of Mooreen in knowing about the Dominion.
 


 “They have already landed a large invasion force in Bondell, and we need to send every soldier we can find in the Dominion to fight this battle.”
 


 “How is Mooreen involved?” Brandeis asked.
 


 “When we defeated her, she fled by riding away on an animal called a restorer,” Alec explained. “The restorer is a magical animal that can transport itself instantly from one spot to another. Mooreen had been given a restorer that she kept here in that room in the south apartments where no one was allowed to go. You’ve probably all seen the papers she left behind, talking about putting a puppet on the throne,” several heads nodded. “When she couldn’t do it that way, they must have decided to do it this other way, the brutal and direct way.”
 


 “We will help you, of course,” Durer said. “Those men who have fought against the lacertii have been returning here, so we will send the others who have not gone off to battle yet. We can have them ready for departure in a matter of days.”
 


 “I would like for you to also seek the addition of forces from Growerston, Sandyforks, and Sturgeon, to try to persuade them to submit forces as well,” Alec replied to him. “I have sent messengers to Goldenfields to mobilize their forces, even though they’ve been at war for months already. Next I’ll go down river to Oyster Bay to begin the dispatch of all the forces we have available there.”
 


 “We’ll do everything we can,” Durer assured him. “That all seems reasonable. How many will we face?”
 


 “I think there are thousands from Michian already in our land. They were using transporters to move their forces into the remote mountains of Bondell’s south. Before Rief and I left Michian, we disabled the transporters, so there will be no more troops arriving for several months, and there will not be any supplies either. So they will be on the move to forage for themselves, once they realize their predicament,” Alec explained.
 


 “What was the start of connection between this Michian and Mooreen?” Brandeis asked.
 


 “John Mark told me that it was through trading. Mooreen learned about Michian through the traders who bring goods across the barrier,” Alec answered.
 


 John Mark the prophet?” Brandeis asked. “I know you said you spoke with him before, when you were here the first time. Do you talk to him regularly?”
 


 Alec looked at Rief. “It seemed like a regular gabfest for a while! He was the one who sent me to Michian, where I learned so much about this threat. They are a different culture, completely different and foreign to us. They believe in different gods, they use demons, they possess slaves. Their victory would be a complete desolation for the life we know in the Dominion.”
 


 “How did Mooreen get one of those animals, the restorers, into our home?” Johanna asked.
 


 “I don’t really know,” Alec said. “I guess she must have had it brought by boat all the way from Michian, and then smuggled into the compound. Have you checked the room she used to make sure she hasn’t been back?”
 


 “We do check the room from time to time, and twice we found fresh droppings on the floor, but there hasn’t been anything new in weeks now,” Durer answered.
 


 “To change the subject, why don’t we all go have dinner?” he suggested, and they all trooped down to a dining room for a feast that filled them all as they talked about subjects both serious and commonplace.
 


 “May we have your fastest boat tomorrow morning to take us to Goldenfields?” Alec asked as they sat around the table after the last plates were removed.
 


 “You’re going to leave that soon?” Noranda asked. “It’s hardly a visit!”
 


 “I have to move as fast as possible,” Alec answered. “Michian will show no mercy to any part of the Dominion it occupies. We have to fight and defeat them as fast as possible to prevent more suffering, and to make sure we prevent them from bringing more troops into the Dominion.
 


 “When I was in Michian with Rief, I fed their restorer animals some feed that made them temporarily unable to move through space, but it will wear off in a few months, and when it does, we have to make sure they don’t have a safe place in our land to unload more troops,” Alec explained.
 


 Later, they all rose from the table and departed for the night. As Alec walked with Rief and Bethany to their rooms, Bethany asked about his sword. “Is that the sword you had in Oyster Bay, the one you wore at the Apprentice’s Ball?”
 


 “It is,” Alec confirmed. “The Duke bought it for me as a gift after I healed him. It’s specially made for left-handed use, and weighted and lengthened for me.”
 


 You’re glad to have it back, aren’t you?” she added.
 


 “I am,” Alec admitted. “It’s special. It’s good to use, but it’s special because it reminds me of the friends I had at Goldenfields.”
 


 “You’ve got friends everywhere, Alec,” Bethany told him as they arrived at the guest quarters she shared with Rief.
 


 “Good night, Alec,” the Michian girl said as she slipped through the door into her quarters, leaving Alec and Bethany alone in the empty hall.
 


 “Rief and I both enjoyed seeing you with your friends tonight,” Bethany told him. “You need to have a chance to be a person once in a while instead of a ruler or ingenaire or mystical figure. Try to remember to not be so caught up in responsibilities all the time,” she finished, then gave him a peck on the cheek and left him alone in the hall.
 


 Alec thought about her words as he walked to his own room, and he fell asleep to dreams of enjoying carefree times with friends from throughout the Dominion.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 43 – Back in Oyster Bay
 

 


 


 The next morning the three travelers were escorted by Noranda and Brandeis to the Locksfort docks, where they exchanged vows to see one another soon. “You two take good care of him,” Noranda told the two girls.
 


 “Alec needs so much care,” Bethany said. “He’s very high maintenance!” she smiled.
 


 The ship sailed with a light load and only one stop scheduled at Three Forks on its way to Oyster Bay. During the first two days of the trip the crew of a dozen sailors found themselves the subject of considerable medical care as Rief and Bethany practiced their healer skills under Alec’s tutelage. After that Bethany turned her attention to helping direct the river currents to press the ship forward with maximum effectiveness, and they sped down river quickly.
 


 Within a week they were leaving Three Forks, and three days later they pulled into the Locksfort docks at Oyster Bay. They thanked the captain and crew of the ship, then disembarked onto the dock, bringing Walnut with them. 

 

            “Where do we go now Alec?  Ingenairii Hill or the Palace?” Bethany asked.  She hoped he would say the Palace, because a return to Ingenairii Hill would likely entail a meeting with Tritos.  It was something she had thought about a great deal on the trip down the river, and something she did not look forward to.  But it was necessary.  She had to tell Tritos that their relationship was done, both because she felt he wouldn’t fulfill her needs, and because she could not move forward with the renewed relationship with Alec until her prior relationship was ended. 


            “Let’s go to the Palace first,” Alec decided.  “We can start talking about getting the army on the move, and then go talk to the ingenairii after that.” 


            Bethany’s plans abruptly flip-flopped as she thought again.  “Why don’t you and Rief go to the Palace, and I’ll meet you there this afternoon.  I should do a few things up on the Hill first on my own,” she said, thinking that it would be better to see Tritos without Alec nearby than to wait until the crown protector’s return was widely known. 


            “Very well,” Alec agreed, already thinking about the need to move the army all the way to and through Bondell quickly.  “Let’s go to the palace Rief.  Don’t get into trouble and we’ll see you later,” he said to Bethany, climbing into Walnut’s saddle and pulling his friend up with him.  They cantered out of the dockyard and towards a bridge to cross to the north side of the river where the palace was located. 


            Bethany stood alone for a long moment of thought, then began walking in the same direction towards the bridge.  She paced through the city and over the bridge, then turned left and headed towards Ingenairii Hill, which rose above the city. 


            “Bethany, it’s a pleasure to see you return!” the guardsman at the gate told her as she arrived at the entrance to the Hill grounds. 


            “Thank you.  It’s good to be back,” she feigned pleasure, and entered the grounds, then headed to the Stone house first, before she went to report to her own superiors at the Water house. 


            “Is Tritos here?” she asked when she arrived at the door. 


            “For you, I’m sure he is,” a young apprentice replied, and left her waiting in a parlor while he went to find Bethany’s suitor.  She soon heard a set of steps approaching in the hallway rapidly, and then Tritos was at the door. 


            “Oh Bethany,” he said softly, and crossed the room to embrace her.  She hugged him back and they stood for a long time, them parted and sat.  “Where have you been?  Are you alright?” Tritos asked. 


            “I’m fine, nothing wrong at all,” she answered.  “How are you?” 


            “I’m much better now that I know you’re okay.  We’ve been worried sick about you for weeks now since you disappeared,” he responded.  “Where have you been?” 


            “Places I never thought I’d see,” she answered delicately, hesitant to actually speak Alec’s name, but knowing that she had to.  “In Frame I met a girl at the inn, and she turned out to be traveling with Alec, Alec the healer…” 


            “I knew which Alec you meant,” Tritos said in an indecipherable tone. 


            “Rief and Alec took me to the Cave Of John Mark in the Pale Mountains, and ever since then we’ve been traveling back here to Oyster Bay,” she told him. 


            “And now you’ll stay here, or go back to your duties as a water ingenaire?” Tritos asked. 


            “I don’t know,” Bethany reluctantly said.  “I haven’t talked to my House leader yet.  And I don’t know what Alec has in mind for me,” she added. 


            “He’s going to go off on another glorious adventure and disappear from you again.  That’s what he has in mind,” Tritos said sourly.  “He’s done it before and he’s going to do it again, don’t you think?” 


            “He already plans to move on to fight another battle,” Bethany agreed. 


            “And what?  Are you going to go with him?  Has he asked you to?” Tritos pushed. 


            “If he asks, I will go with him,” Bethany said evenly.  She knew she had to take the plunge and say her piece now.  “I will follow him, Tritos.   I think it is my fate to be his companion. 


            “You have been loving and loyal and faithful and good, but I feel destined to be with Alec,” she told him.  “No one could have been a better friend than you have been these past months, but my heart has healed and I have to follow it now.” 


            “As soon as I received your note from Frame, I knew this was going to happen,” Tritos told her as his knees seemed to wobble.  “I want what’s best for you, and I want you to be happy, but I don’t want you to build your hopes up and see them dashed again, your heart broken again! 


            “Where is he now?” Tritos asked. 


            “He’s gone to the Palace.  He’s back in Oyster Bay.  I’m going to go see him later this afternoon after I go to the Water house,” Bethany told Tritos.  She stood up; it was time for her to go. 


            “I’ll come see you again soon.  I promise,” she said giving him a hug that he limply returned. 


            “Bethany, don’t come by again,” Tritos told with great emotion.  “Let’s not try to pretend that you’re not dumping me.  I hope you will be happy,” he said.  Unable to say any more he brushed past her and left the room rapidly. 


            Bethany felt tears running down her cheeks, and she let herself out of the house, then walked slowly up the hill towards the Water house.   The pathway was virtually empty, and she was reminded anew about how many people had been lost in the fratricidal battles among the ingenairii, along with the loss of many of her younger peers who had chosen to remain in Goldenfields to fight on behalf of the Duke. 


            She reached her own house, and opened the door to let herself in.  Standing in the hallway, watching her enter, was Allisma.  The two girls cried and embraced, then sat down in a window seat in the parlor and began talking. 


            “Where have you been?” Allisma immediately asked.  “You took off on a mysterious adventure!  It had to be Alec!  Was it?” she questioned. 


            Bethany nodded.  “The same day I got your letter saying that he had proposed to Imelda, a girl I met in Frame introduced me to her companion; it was Alec!” 


            “He couldn’t have!  He was in a coma in his tent!  He was there, really?  He had a companion with him?” Allisma asked with a cocked eyebrow. 


            “She’s a pretty girl, with an exotic accent that makes every man look at her,” Bethany said playfully.  “Alec had traveled to a foreign land where they have slaves and demons, and Rief had been his personal slave there.  John Mark was moving him back and forth through time, so that he could be in Frame with me at the same time he was passed out at the battle.” 


            “You’re making this up!” Allisma sputtered indignantly.  “Tell me the truth!” 


            “Actually, it is all true, but it’s only a little part of the story,” Bethany said. 


            “Alec had some magic dust, and he used it to take Rief and me with him to travel instantly to the Pale Mountains, where we went to John Mark’s cave.  After we were there and spoke to the spirit of the prophet, we had to travel all the way back to the Dominion.  We stopped in Stronghold, where Alec talked with the Locksforts, and then came directly back here. 


            “Alec is raising an army to go fight another war, down in Bondell, against that foreign empire that he went to; he says they are invading the Dominion,” she rapidly explained. 


            “We just landed in Oyster Bay two hours ago, and I just broke up with Tritos ten minutes ago,” Bethany abruptly wrapped up her narrative. “And believe it or not, it’s all the absolute truth, as it could only be when Alec is involved!” 


            “So you find out Alec asks another woman to marry him, he shows up with a beautiful slave, he takes you past Stronghold, where his old girlfriend lives, if I remember correctly, and you react to it all by breaking up with Tritos?” Allisma reiterated.  “Am I missing anything here?” 


            “No, and yes,” Bethany answered.  “It’s been an incredible journey.  He is still the same: cute, shy, talented, busy, honorable to a fault.  We have an understanding I think.  He explained a lot when we were in Frame, and I understand some things he did, and I forgive some things he did, and I’ll forever be ready to blackmail him with some things he did!”  She grinned as she finished up. 


            “What exactly was going on between him and Imelda?” she asked curiously. 


            “I doubt that anyone knows exactly except him and her, and maybe Armilla and Kinsey,” Allisma answered.  “We were all isolated together out there, and they had obviously had some kind of emotional relationship together before – not all good, I heard.  And he may have just been lonely after you dumped him.” 


            Bethany rose to take the bait.  “I did not dump him!” she said insistently. 


            “I know sweetheart,” Allisma said.  “But at the end of the day, Imelda herself and several others all said that you were the right woman for him, and she rejected him.  Apparently he rebounded from his rebound, if he came looking for you in Frame.” 


            “He wasn’t actually looking for me.  He was shocked to see me, I could tell that.  We were both shocked.  He had been sent by John Mark to find someone in Frame, but he didn’t know who, and when he saw me, he decided it was me,” Bethany explained. 


            “Oh there is so much to tell, and so much I want to know, but I know I have to go see the House master.  Is he in?” she asked. 


            “Yes, as far as I know.  He’s over in the administrative house,” Allisma acknowledged. 


            “I’m going to go to the palace a little later.  Do you want to go with me?” Bethany asked suddenly, wanting her friend’s companionship. 


            “I’d love to.  But I don’t ever want to go on another war campaign,” her friend replied, remembering the wound she received from the lacertii and the horror of the battlefield. 


            “I’ll be back soon to pick you up,” Bethany promised, and she left to go visit the head of her house. 


            She apologized immediately to Hiron, the new master of the Water ingenairii, for leaving the Frame project before completion. Hiron was the oldest Water ingenaire left; he’d been on assignment with an irrigation project in Sturgeon when the coup had occurred in Oyster Bay, and he had contrived to remain there until the danger was over. When he got back to Oyster Bay, the coup leaders were dead at Alec’s hand, and few senior ingenairii were left, catapulting him to a position he’d never expected to have.

            “What could have possibly caused you to abandon your duty?” he asked sternly.  “The council in Frame was only mildly upset, but they still felt compelled to comment.  It hurts our reputation.  You should know that, and know what is expected of you.”

            “The crown protector appeared, and asked me to go with him,” Bethany said, careful to tell the truth, but not the whole truth.  “He and I have been traveling ever since and just returned to Oyster Bay today.  I’m supposed to meet him in the Palace later this afternoon.” 


            Hiron looked less certain about his position.  “Alec is back among us?  He came to you personally, and asked you to travel with him?” he repeated. 


            “Yes, exactly,” Bethany answered, smiling sweetly.  “He’s healthy and recovered, and back in Oyster Bay, up at the palace. Would you like for me to introduce you to him sometime? I’m sure he’ll be back here on the Hill in a day or two.”

 “I’ve never met him before. It would be an honor, if you wouldn’t mind,” Hiron replied, deciding to take the easy way out.

 “When he comes, you’ll meet him,” Bethany assured him. “I have to go now,” she said as she let herself out the door and returned to pick up Allisma on her way to the Palace.

 “How long have you been wearing that outfit?” Allisma asked when Bethany rejoined her. “Why don’t you put on something nicer for the palace?”

 Bethany had grown so used to the traveling outfit that she hadn’t thought about the opportunity to change outfits. She gleefully visited her closet and eventually selected new clothes, then bathed, luxuriating in the water and soap. When she emerged from the bath and dressed in her blue clothes, Allisma pronounced her fit to visit the palace.



 



 


 


 


 


 

Chapter 44 – Life in the Palace


 

 Alec and Rief had left the docks and ridden to the palace without incident, where Alec gazed with affection on the familiar scene. Alec dismounted at the gate, and playfully introduced himself at the gate to the startled palace guards. “My name is Alec, and I’m the crown protector. May I enter the grounds to see Rander?” he asked.

 Within minutes Walnut was taken away to the stables, and Alec and Rief were accompanied with an escort as they walked to the Throne Room, where Rander and several other advisors awaited their arrival. Applause broke out among the assembled crowd upon Alec’s entry.

 “These people seem to take you seriously as a ruling monarch,” Rief said with a touch of amazement.

 “It surprises me too, sometimes,” Alec admitted. He introduced Rief to the assemblage, asked that General Hewlett, Aristotle, Rubicon, Nathaniel and Moriah be invited for dinner and discussions afterward, and asked to go to his quarters to change and clean up after the long journey. “We’ll need a room for my friend as well,” Alec indicated Rief as they were shown through the hallways to the residential suite.

 “All of this is yours?” Rief asked incredulously when they were in the suite of rooms set aside for Alec.

 “Only for a while,” he replied. “When the heir comes forth, everything belongs to him,” he said as he started to walk towards the windows.

 “Look at this bath!” Rief exclaimed as she examined the rest of the suite. “I suppose you only use it for bathing?” she asked with an arched eyebrow as she poked her head out the doorway to look at Alec.

 “So far,” he agreed. “Go ahead and clean yourself up if you want to take the first bath.”

 “I think I will,” Rief accepted the offer. “Are we going to be dining with lots of people tonight? What should I wear?” she called from out of sight inside the bath.

 Just then a knock at the door caught Alec’s attention. He opened the door to find Rander and Brannis, along with guards now stationed.

 “Come in! Come in!” Alec greeted them enthusiastically. They entered the room but before any words were exchanged, Rief appeared, wrapped in towel.

 “Oh! Tarnum! Why didn’t you tell me someone was here?” she shouted as she ducked back out of sight. “Would you come here please?”

 Alec looked at his guests and motioned for them to be seated while he went to see Rief.

 “I didn’t know you received guests in your room,” she said. “You ought to be happy I respected your modesty enough to wrap in the towel.

 “I don’t have anything to wear but our traveling clothes. Is there anything available that is better for dinner tonight and for being in your palace tomorrow?”

 “Go ahead and take your bath, while I check to see what we can do,” Alec suggested. “I’ll try to have an answer by the time you’re finished up,” he promised, and left her, then returned to his guests and asked about how to handle the domestic issue.

 Upon hearing the issue, Rander stepped out into the hallway and spoke to the guard, then returned. “We’ll have a seamstress here in just a little while,” he told Alec. “Is there anything else you wish for us to address before dinner?”

 “Tell me, how is our army, and where is it right now? We need to send it on another campaign immediately,” Alec told them.

 Rander and Brannis looked at one another. “Almost everyone is back from the lacertii war, now that you’re back. The Nineteenth regiment was the last to arrive yesterday, so there are only a few stragglers still on the road,” Rander answered. “What new war do you plan to wage?”

 “There is an invasion taking place in southern Bondell,” Alec told them. “The land beyond the barrier islands and mountains has secretly sent thousands of soldiers as the first wave in a plan to conquer the Dominion.

 “We will need to immediately reconstitute the army we used against the lacertii, and make it even greater if possible,” Alec told them. “If the Nineteenth has not demobilized, I’d like for them to be ready to begin shipping out within four days,” he suggested.

 “We’ll discuss it more at dinner and after,” Alec assured them. “Tell me how are things here? Is the city calm and safe?”

 “The surface is calm enough,” Brannis told him.

 “But the expectation that an heir will arrive keeps things churning underneath. There are any number of seventeen and eighteen year old heir claimants about the city, living off gullible supporters,” Rander explained. “Until the crown is released from its protective cube, or until they all turn nineteen without the crown’s release, they keep their respective circles of supporters running around town and squabbling among themselves.

 “Once your return is known, you’ll be bombarded with requests to meet the ‘rightful heir’ I’m sure,” he added. “They kept bothering me until I threatened to throw them all in jail!” he laughed.

 There was a knock at the door, and a guard stuck his head in. “A seamstress is out here as requested,” he told them.

 “Bring her in,” Alec acknowledged, and a matronly woman appeared. “Wait here just a moment, please,” he asked, and he went into the bathroom. Rief was out of the tub and putting her old clothes on, when Alec asked her back out to the main room.

 “So this is what she looks like with her clothes on?” Rander asked, a sly smile on his face. Rief looked at him in surprise, then her eyes narrowed, and Alec could tell a sharp retort was about to erupt.

 “Rief, this lady is here to help you with a new wardrobe,” Alec interjected. “This is Rief, my friend and guest, who has only her traveling clothes, and needs some finer things for dinner tonight and for wearing in the palace the next few days,” he told the seamstress. Alec escorted the two women to the door. “Rief has not been to Oyster Bay before; show her the best styles, treat her right, and have all the bills sent to me,” he told the seamstress as they opened the door.

 “Who exactly is that girl?” Rander asked as Alec returned to the group of chairs.

 “She has been traveling with me for several weeks. The land beyond the mountains is called Michian; I have visited it and learned about it, and it is where I met Rief,” Alec replied. He noticed a gleam of interest in Rander’s eye. “She and I are only companions and friends – nothing more,” he clarified, and saw a slight smile touch Rander’s lips.

 “What did you think about this other land, Michian?” Brannis asked, focusing on a different topic from Rander.

 “It is big, powerful, and dangerous,” Alec said immediately. “The land is unified by an all-powerful emperor. They widely practice slavery. They worship other gods, and call upon demons,” he inventoried some of the worst aspects of Michian. “I will tell you and everyone more tonight when we are all together. Now, tell me more about Oyster Bay. How is the Palace Guard shaping up? Have you drawn new recruits?”

 Brannis and Rander launched into a lengthy discussion about the growth and improvements in the Guard for several minutes. “When the heir arrives, we’ll have the forces needed to protect him and the palace. Or to protect you until an heir arrives, if one ever does,” Brannis explained. “Leading to the question of where is Armilla?”

 “She’s alive and healthy,” Alec assured them. “I sent her on a mission to Goldenfields to alert the Duke to send his army to Bondell. We should see her again when we rendezvous there. She served well during the lacertii war, as a guard and a friend.

 “Have the nobility calmed down and moved back to the city?” Alec asked.

 “Many have,” Rander said. “More would if they found out you were here.”

 “No reason to mention all the daughters of the nobility who visit the palace to see the honorable steward, is there?” Brannis chuckled.

 “There are perhaps some nice young ladies present,” Rander diplomatically agreed.

 “Shall we go to the armory?” Alec asked suddenly. He felt the urge to enjoy the use of his special left-handed sword, which he hadn’t swung since receiving it back in his possession.


 The three went to the armory, and Alec put on pads then began working off the rust in his sword work. He realized he hadn’t swung a sword since leaving Frame, and he needed several matches to begin to regain his best form. As time passed on the mats, Alec at one point realized that the other swordsmen around him had stopped their action. Stepping back from his opponent, he turned to look at the doorway.
 


 Rief stood inside the armory with her seamstress, and many of the men were studying her. She wore a light green gown with one bare shoulder, and Alec realized he had never seen her dressed in anything but everyday work clothes. Someone had also addressed her hair and makeup, making her look cosmopolitan as Alec had never seen her before.
 


 “I wanted to show you my new clothes,” Rief said self-consciously, not having thought about all the other men who would be in the armory when she had learned where Alec was and pursued him there. “I’ve never had anything so fine in my life! You don’t mind, do you? I told her I was afraid this would be too much, but she insisted I needed it in the palace.”
 


 Alec saw the grins from the men around the practice floor. “I don’t mind at all,” he assured her. “I don’t think any of us mind. Rander, I’ve had enough practice for the day. Shall we walk our friend back to the Palace?” he suggested, and a few minutes later they were back in the residential wing of the palace, and dropping off parcels in the room that had been prepared as Rief’s own.
 


 Alec left Rander with Rief and went back to his own room, where he stripped off his traveling clothes and took a long, hot bath, then looked through his closets for the plainest set of clothes he could find, which turned out to be a black pair of pants and a short-sleeved white tunic. Alec pulled the shirt over his head and looked down at the ingenaire marks on his forearms and the deep purple wound scars on his left hand. The scars would have to be covered, to avoid both questions and the intense, revealing episodes that occurred when his hand contacted another person. It was almost time to join everyone for dinner he realized, so he asked one of the guards at the door to send for a pair of gloves
 


 A black pair of gloves took almost half an hour to arrive, and as a consequence, when Alec and his guard escort entered the dining room, he was the last to arrive. He stood in the doorway unannounced for a moment, appreciating the opportunity to observe the gathering of friends scattered around the room. Bethany, Moriah, Rief and Rander spoke to one another in one corner, while Brannis, Rubicon, Nathaniel and General Hewlett were in another, and Aristotle spoke to Allisma, along with two ministers of the former king, Ventin and Marble at the end of the table.
 


 A servant at the door announced Alec’s arrival seconds later. “His Grace, Alec the Crown Protector,” the servant announced loudly, and his roomful of friends came flocking to the door to greet him. There were long minutes of hugs and tears and close conversations as Alec enjoyed the gathering of so many companions he had not seen in months. Aristotle looked closely at him, and glanced at his hand as they broke their embrace. “You must have stories enough to tell to fill this night and several more,” he said.
 


 “Many, many more,” Alec agreed. “That’s why we need to talk about what comes next.”
 


 The dinner began, and Alec decided to begin speaking as the first course was placed on the table. “There is very much we need to begin to prepare, so I think we need to understand all that is happening. Aristotle knows how the ingenairii are these days, General Hewett can tell us about the army, while Rief can help explain about the Michian empire,” he told them all.
 


 Alec began the conversation by talking about his return to John Mark’s cave, hoping only to mention it to explain how he traveled to Michian. “You’ve been to the Cave again?” Aristotle asked.
 


 “Several times recently,” Alec replied. “John Mark spoke to me while I was there and he healed me by restoring my powers, then he sent me on many journeys, but I returned to his cave after each mission. He provided a means of instant travel,” Alec explained, not feeling that he should reveal too much.
 


 “The first journey was the hardest, when he sent me to the Michian empire. He sent me as a mute, so that my accent wouldn’t reveal my identity, just as Rief’s accent identifies her foreign origins,” and he explained about the slavery, the temples to gods, the restorers and the demons.
 


 “Someone is putting up a good fight in southern Bondell, and has slowed their invasion down, but it will take every warrior we have in the land to truly defeat the emperor’s invasion,” he said, and told them about putting Stronghold and Goldenfields in motion to send armies to Bondell.
 


 “Have you told Bondell about all of this?” Ventin asked.
 


 Alec had a blank look on his face. “We can send pigeons to the Prince of Bondell immediately,” the minister suggested. “It is helpful to let a ruler know in advance before you flood his nation with soldiers.”
 


 Alec agreed with the recommendation, mentally kicking himself for such an obvious oversight. “How quickly can we send our forces to Bondell?” he asked General Hewett.
 


 “Getting our hands on shipping and provisions will take time,” the General said. “You remember how it was with our force when we started out for Goldenfields. And that was going to a land that was prosperous and had food. We can’t count on finding much in Bondell if we don’t send it ourselves.”
 


 “Natha and the Locksforts can both help arrange vessels,” Alec said confidently. “But you’re right; we’re going to have to expect to carry everything with us that we need for food and supplies.”
 


 He turned to Rander. “Can we begin to send supplies to Bondell immediately, ahead of the army?”
 


 “It’ll be short rations for them, but we can send some supplies. The lacertii war depleted our reserves pretty deeply,” Rander reported.
 


 “How are the ingenairii, Ari?” Alec asked his mentor. “Can we count on them to send support?”
 


 “We’re few in number, as you know,” Ari answered. “What do you need? We’ll try to do it.”
 


 “I’d like every warrior ingenaire you have available to go on this campaign; we’re going to need them all,” he answered, looking at Rubicon, Moriah, and Nathaniel.
 


 “And I’d like all the light ingenairii you can provide,” he added.
 


 “What do you want the light ingenairii for, lad?” Rubicon asked.
 


 “We can use them to hide archers or ingenairii. We did it that way when we fought the lacertii a time or two, didn’t we Nathaniel?” Alec told him.
 


 “Would you like some fire ingenairii?” Aristotle injected. “They can be used as a weapon, especially against large groups of infantry that are packed closely together.”
 


 “Thank you, that’s a good suggestion,” Alec replied. “How many ingenairii are we talking about all together, and how quickly could they depart?”
 


 “Well, including you there’s four warriors, we have perhaps a dozen light ingenairii, and about six fire ingenairii you could rely on,” Ari told him. “With one of our own ships and a couple of air ingenairii, we could ship out before tomorrow night and be in Bondell in five days to a week. There are a few other ingenairii who would be helpful if they were cooperative, but I don’t know that you should trust them all just yet.”
 


 “I think those we can trust would be a great help. Could you lend us all your air ingenairii to help move troops faster?” Alec asked.
 


 “We’ll arrange something,” Ari agreed.
 


 “General, could we have the Nineteenth prepared for transport the day after tomorrow?” Alec asked the other side of the table.
 


 Hewett rolled his eyes. “Didn’t you just hear what I said about supplies and shipping? But, yes, if you can find the ships, I’ll have them ready to go in two days.”
 


 “I’ll find the shipping,” Alec pledged.
 


 “After the Nineteenth, I’d like at least a fortnight to get the rest of the army ready and begin shipping,” General Hewett spoke up.
 


 “That will do,” Alec accepted.
 


 They all spoke late into the night, telling Alec about many things, until people began to feel the need for sleep.
 


 “Ari, would you be available tomorrow afternoon and the following morning for a trip I’d like to take to the far north?” Alec asked quietly as people were saying goodbyes.
 


 “You’ve just given me a lot of work to do Alec,” Ari answered. “What do you have in mind?”
 


 “Lord Bayeux, who lives in the north, was the man who delivered me to the orphanage when I was a baby,” Alec told Ari. “A nun at the orphanage told me that recently. I’d like to go visit his lordship to find out if he can tell me anything about my parentage.”
 


 “If you can wait until after lunch tomorrow, I will travel with you Alec,” Ari said.
 


 “We’ll leave after lunch tomorrow, and return by lunch time the following day,” Alec promised.
 


 “Who else will you bring along?” Ari asked.
 


 “I hadn’t planned on anyone else,” Alec told him.
 


 “Why don’t you invite Bethany to join us? She hasn’t seen her family in a long time, I’m sure, and her home is on the way there,” Ari suggested.
 


 “I’ll ask her right now,” Alec assured him, and left to catch up with Bethany as she and Allisma left the palace. “Bethany, do you have a minute?” he asked. “Can I speak with you?”
 


 Allisma stood by. “Don’t mind me,” she said cheerily. “Bethany will tell me soon anyway.”
 


 “Ari and I are going up to visit Lord Bayeux tomorrow and the next day. Would you like to travel with us?” he asked. “It would be close to your home,” he added.
 


 “I haven’t been home in ages, Alec,” she said. “I’d love to join you!”
 


 “Would you like for me to come too?” Allisma brightly asked.
 


 “No,” both Alec and Bethany said simultaneously, then laughed at each other.
 


 “So what do you really think?” Allisma asked without blinking.
 


 Alec made arrangements to pick up Bethany after lunch the next day, then went back to the dining room. Everyone else had left, so he walked back to his own room and fell quickly asleep.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 45 – The Journey North
 

 


 


 The next morning Alec was up early and found guards outside his room. He asked that messages be sent to invite Rander and Rief to meet him for breakfast, then dressed and went to await them in a small room. Rief arrived first.
 


 “I missed seeing you last night after dinner,” he said.
 


 “It was late and you left the room, then Rander offered to walk me back to my room, and I accepted,” she answered. “I needed a guide to lead me here this morning. I still don’t know my way around this place.”
 


 “Why should you after just a day?” Alec asked. “I never did learn my way around the Indige mansion.
 


 “I’m going to go on a little trip later today with Aristotle,” he told her as they sat down to eat.
 


 “You’re leaving us already?” Rander asked as he entered the room.
 


 “I want to go visit a man who may know something about who my parents were,” Alec answered. “Aristotle and I are going up north this afternoon to try to visit him, then come back tomorrow morning. Bethany is going with us so she can visit her family on the way,” he added.
 


 Rief studied him for a second. “Do you want me to go too?” she asked at last. “Or should I stay here and relax for a couple of days?”
 


 “We can certainly keep an eye on your friend, and show her around the palace and the city,” Rander quickly added.
 


 “You’ve got all those new clothes to show off around the city for a day or so before we leave for Bondell,” Alec said automatically, before a thought entered his head. “That is, if you plan to go to Bondell with us; you’re under no obligation to go, but we’ve been traveling together so long I just assumed you’d be with me.”
 


 “I’m not really much use to you as a personal extension here, am I?” Rief asked. “But I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be apart from you in the Dominion,” she said. “If you want me to travel with you, I will. Will Bethany join us as well?” she asked, sure that she knew the answer.
 


 “I haven’t asked her yet,” Alec admitted. “I hope she will, but I don’t know.”
 


 They had finished eating by that time. “Rander, would you have someone show Rief around the gardens here at the Palace? I’m going to go to the armory to practice,” he said.
 


 “In a moment,” Rander confirmed. “May I speak with you for a moment first?” he asked.
 


 Alec motioned and they went to a corner of the room. “May I leave Oyster Bay and join you for this campaign? You have suitable ministers who can govern in our absence, and I missed the lacertii war already.”
 


 Alec looked at his friend, knowing that the urge to be in a battle ran strongly in the men who wore the uniform, and also suspected that the presence of Rief added an even greater allure to the notion. “You may certainly come, if you can make the arrangements for a steady hand at the helm while we’re gone.”
 


 Rander firmly shook his hand in thanks, then turned. “Are you a fan of gardens?” he asked Rief as he joined her, and they left the room before Alec could hear her answer.
 


 He entered the hall and felt his guards fall in behind him as he headed to the armory. Once there, he put on pads, and started working with everyone Brannis assigned to spar, until by late morning he was finished, and returned to his rooms to change. He packed his own bag, found Rief and said goodbye, then saddled Walnut and rode to Ingenairii Hill. He dismounted and looked at the plaza where a fountain of water stood, its flow being largely directed into barrels that were destined to be shipped throughout the Dominion as cleanser.
 


 Alec left Walnut tied at the gate and entered the grounds of the Hill. He’d not walked idly around the ingenairii colony since the day he’d left it to return to Goldenfields, and he felt reluctant to go immediately to Aristotle’s home. Instead he walked up the slope past Ari’s to the healer house, and found the door unlocked. The building had been vandalized, and he shook his head sadly as he thought about how beautiful the furniture had been before it was broken. From there he wandered back to the small gravel pit on the far side of the hill. He’d only been there once before, on a memorable night with Cassie and Bethany, and he thought about all the changes that had been set in motion that night.
 


 Leaving after a few minutes reflection at the small secluded beach, Alec walked up the back side of the hill and came to the Warrior compound near the top, where he walked into Rubicon’s home unannounced. Mariah was on the patio that Alec remembered so well. She was nursing her baby, and as Alec appeared she pulled a blanket over the quiet child.
 


 “Alec! What a surprise to see you here!” she said with a smile.
 


 “I came to the Hill to see Ari, but decided to walk around a bit,” he told her, pulling out a chair and sitting beside her. “I haven’t been here in so long,” he said wistfully. “It seems like such an innocent dream, to remember all the time we spent sitting out here every morning, practicing ingenairii skills.”
 


 “It does seem innocent, looking back,” Moriah agreed, looking down at the child she held.
 


 “Do you have any apprentices?” Alec asked.
 


 “Not a single one, but Merle says he has one developing that he’ll send to us when the boy is ready,” she told him.
 


 “I met the boy when I was in Goldenfields months ago,” Alec recollected. “I hope he works out.”
 


 “Are you glad to have Nathaniel back?” he asked.
 


 “He’s been back over a month, and it’s so good to have him here. It’s a shame we have to go to war again so confoundedly quickly,” she answered, and they strayed into a conversation about life on the Hill with so few ingenairii, especially no other Warriors around.
 


 “I have to go meet Ari,” Alec said standing to leave. “I’ll see you again tomorrow.”
 


 He walked down the hill, and stopped at the Water House first. Allisma happened to open the door and invite him in. “We’ll be ready in a minute,” she said with a mischievous smile, as she called for Bethany.
 


 “Well, this is like old times,” another girl said as she walked past.
 


 “There’s no ‘we’ going on this trip, Alec, don’t worry,” Bethany called from the hallway as she emerged with a piece of luggage.
 


 “Oh Beth, there you go, go spoiling my fun,” Allisma protested. “The wheels in his mind were turning for a second there.
 


 “Well, go and have fun without me then; I mean, go and have a productive trip – I know this is strictly for reasons of state,” she added.
 


 Alec took Bethany’s bag without comment, said his farewells to the girls who gathered at the door, and walked Bethany outside and down the hill towards Ari’s house. “I was worried for a minute there. I don’t know why I can’t learn to take her with a grain of salt,” Alec admitted as they walked. He bent over impulsively and kissed Bethany’s cheek. “I’m glad you’re going on this trip,” he said, as her cheeks reddened with a slight blush.
 


 “I’m glad too,” she said. “It’s going to be a long trip this afternoon. I remember we used to take parts of two days to make this journey.”
 


 They arrived at Aristotle’s building, where two horses were saddled and tied to a rail, as Ari sat in a rocker on the porch. “It’ll be almost like old times, riding on a journey, won’t it Alec?” he said as he slung his bag up behind his saddle, while Alec did the same with Bethany’s. They walked down to the gate, where Alec climbed up into Walnut’s saddle, and they started on their journey.
 


 “It’s been decades since I traveled up in this part of the kingdom,” Ari said after they left the suburbs of Oyster Bay behind and began riding briskly through fields and pastures along the broad Northern Road.
 


 “What do you plan to do when you get to Bondell, Alec?” Ari asked as they rode.
 


 “We’ll see the prince, find out what he knows about the invasion in the south, work out the logistics of shipping everything to the south, and then take the vanguard and go down there immediately,” Alec said. “I won’t have any plans really until we get there and find out how much information is available to help us make the best decisions.”
 


 “Will you wait for the Goldenfields forces to arrive, or the Stronghold forces to arrive?” Ari asked.
 


 “I’m not sure when they’ll arrive from Goldenfields,” Alec admitted. “John Mark moved me through time so frequently and to so many places that I don’t know when to expect Armilla to notify Goldenfields about the need to go to war. The Stronghold forces will follow as fast as they can, probably no more than a month behind us, and I don’t know what forces the other cities will send in addition.”
 


 “You can’t expect to do much with a few ingenairii and a company of Oyster Bay troops alone,” Ari warned.
 


 “We can blaze the trail, and try to set up the best defensive spot for all our forces to meet,” Alec answered. “No, we can’t fight Michian on our own. But Imelda and Rashrew have apparently done something right to show that a small force can hurt the invasion.”
 


 “Tell me about your hand,” Ari unexpectedly changed topics. “Your newest mark didn’t go unnoticed, and I suspect there is some connection.” 

 


 Alec took a deep breath, then launched into an explanation of what he had done, as well as the results.
 


 “Oh Alec,” Bethany softly said after he finished his story and his companions rode on for several seconds of stunned silence; it was the first time he had explained his experience in detail. “Was that a part of what happened when the lion attacked me on the plains?”
 


 He nodded. “I couldn’t have used such strength to manipulate Rief or to restore your soul without those powers,” he agreed.
 


 “Alec, I don’t know enough theology or ingenairii theory to really contemplate what you have done to yourself, nor can anyone begin to understand it,” Ari told him. “You are prudent to keep your hand covered for now, but you should find a way to test and control the gift you’ve been given.”
 


 It was a gift painfully earned,” Alec muttered. “Kinsey knew about it right away, to some degree. It must be obvious to Spiritual ingenairii,” he said.
 


 “It is. It glows like a beacon for us,” Ari acknowledged. “Kinsey would be a good mentor to teach you to channel that energy. So many of the Spiritual ingenairii were killed in the first rounds of violence after the coup, we don’t have many left, and she is one of the best left, besides having an uncanny ability to read you.”
 


 “I think we have five or six healer ingenairii now,” Alec took the opportunity to switch topics. “Bethany and Rief both gained the power through visiting the Cave, and Cassie got it from my healing efforts. I think that perhaps Imelda and Yula and even Noranda may also have also gotten some powers from all the work and efforts I used on them.”
 


 “So the Healer House may be you and six girls?” Air said with a gleam in his eye.
 


 “Don’t think we won’t set some rules in a hurry about seniority there,” Bethany laughed, and their conversation grew light-hearted for many miles.
 


 As nightfall approached, Bethany started pointing out landmarks. “We’ve made good time! We’ll be at my home in half an hour,” she exclaimed. “Do you plan for us to spend the night there?” she asked.
 


 “Is there room enough for all of us?” Alec replied.
 


 She looked at him disdainfully. “Of course. My mother insisted on being prepared to house an army of guests. She’ll be insulted if we don’t stay there.”
 


 So they rode up to the front of a substantial country home a few minutes later. “Alec, would you treat the saddle soreness?” Bethany asked as they stood on the front step.
 


 “You can do it yourself now, you know,” he said with a grin. Alec placed his hands on top of Bethany’s and pulled them around to the back of her thighs, then released his power through his hands and hers into her legs, taking away the pain and stiffness. Just as he did so, the front door opened, and two people stood looking out at them.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 46 – A Case of Hiccups
 

 


 


 “Daddy! Mother!” Bethany squealed.
 


 “Bethany!” her mother cried and wrapped her daughter in a hug.
 


 “Who’s your friend who put his hands where they don’t belong?” her father gruffly asked.
 


 “He’s a healer, Daddy!” Bethany said with exasperation. “He was treating my saddle soreness.”
 


 “Come in, come in,” Bethany’s mother motioned them to enter the home, determined to be hospitable. “Won’t you introduce your friends Bethany?” she asked. “Is everything okay? You’re not here for some problem, are you?”
 


 “Everything is okay,” Bethany assured her folks. “This is Aristotle, the head of the Ingenairii Council,” she motion to Ari, who shook hands with both parents.
 


 “And this is Alec, a Healer, and a Warrior, and a Spiritual ingenairii, plus he’s the Protector of the Crown of the Dominion,” Bethany said proudly.
 


 “Is this the boy you wrote about last year?” her mother asked, looking at Alec closely, and not recognizing the importance of the titles Bethany mentioned, as her father also seemed to fail to grasp their meaning.
 


 Bethany smiled and blushed, “Yes, he’s the one,” she agreed. “We would like to spend the night if we may,” she added.
 


 “Of course you’ll spend the night!” her mother said. “And you’ll have dinner with us too. You haven’t eaten yet, have you?”
 


 “No, not at all. Ari relentlessly made us ride all afternoon to get here,” Bethany said, growing more confident and comfortable at home with each passing minute.
 


 “I’ll take our horses to the stables and bring our bags in,” Alec suggested, slightly intimidated by the looks that Bethany’s father gave him. He quickly slipped out the door and set to work.
 


 Minutes later he was back in the front hall with the luggage, when a young boy came thundering down the stairs. “Are you Alec?” the boy asked. “I’ll show you your room,” he continued without waiting for an answer as he turned and ran back up. Alec hitched the bags higher on his shoulders and climbed the steps, then found another flight to climb, while the boy waited above, looking down at him.
 


 “These are your rooms,” the boy said, nodding to two doorways.
 


 “Where’s the other room?” Alec asked.
 


 “Oh, you mean Bethany’s? It’s downstairs by mine,” Alec’s guide answered. “Come on, I’ll show you.”
 


 “You don’t go anywhere slowly, do you?” Alec asked as he trailed the running boy along a hallway. “What’s your name?”
 


 The boy stopped in front of a room. “This is Bethany’s room. You can put her bag in here,” he pushed the door open. “My name is Tapper. My dad says I go so fast because I’m trying to catch up with everyone else. I’m the youngest kid in our family. Bethany and Trica have already grown up and moved out.
 


 “I’ll bet I’m faster that you,” Tapper said quickly, challenging Alec.
 


 Unable to resist the chance to pull a prank on the boy, Alec used his ingenaire abilities to rush into the open room and place Bethany’s bag on her bed. “How fast are you?” Alec asked.
 


 “Wow! You’re really fast! My dad wouldn’t believe it! How’d you do that?” Tapper asked.
 


 “I eat lots of vegetables, and they give me strong muscles,” Alec said, stifling a laugh.
 


 “Really?” Tapper asked in a crestfallen tone.
 


 “And I exercise and practice a lot too,” Alec added. “So this is where Bethany lived?” he asked. He looked around at the room, decorated in pink and blue, indisputably a girl’s room in decor. “Where is everyone else?”
 


 “They’re all downstairs in the back parlor. It’s down the hallway and to the right,” Tapper said. “You’re supposed to go down and join them,” he said as he left Alec’s field of vision.
 


 Alec walked back downstairs, turned down the hall, and knocked on the first door on the right. “Come in,” a man’s voice answered.
 


 Alec walked in the room, and found Bethany’s father sitting alone. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Alec said cautiously. “I thought Tapper said this is where the rest of the party was.”
 


 “Come in,” Bethany’s father said. “How old are you, Alec?”
 


 Alec felt a sudden sense of panic for no good reason. “I’m eighteen, getting close to nineteen,” he said, still standing by the door and trying to discover an excuse to leave.
 


 “My wife says that Bethany wrote about you often for a while, then stopped. How have you been treating her?” her father promptly asked, sitting forward and putting his book down.
 


 “I have tried to treat her as well as possible,” Alec said quickly.
 


 “Have you ever hurt her?”
 


 “Never intentionally, and never physically,” Alec answered. “I think she’s a terrific girl. I really care for her a great deal.”
 


 “What are your intentions towards her?” her father asked, and Alec felt beads of sweat starting to form on his forehead.
 


 “I’d ask her to marry me if I thought she’d say yes,” Alec found himself saying, babbling almost. “I told her I loved her, but it wasn’t enough for her, or it was too late,” he tried to explain.
 


 “Can you support her in the manner she is accustomed to? She can be a little expensive,” her father told him. “How will you make your living?”
 


 “I have a healer shop in Goldenfields,” Alec heard himself explaining. “She will be able to have anything she can afford.”
 


 “So are you asking my permission to marry my daughter?”
 


 “It wasn’t what I expected to do when I came up here,” Alec blurted out. “And I’m not sure she’ll say yes if I do ask.”
 


 “You won’t know until you do. You need to decide for yourself if you’re willing to devote the time and energy and love to be a good husband,” the older man said. “For my part, if Beth decides to accept you as a suitor and future husband, I’ll trust her judgment. You have my permission to seek her hand in marriage.
 


 “And a last word of advice,” he added. “When I was wooing Bethany’s mother, I’d sing to her. As a matter of fact, my proposal was a love song I sang to her. Bethany always loved hearing that story. I think she has her heart set on hearing her suitor sing his proposal to her someday. Just something to remember.”
 


 “Thank you sir,” Alec said faintly, wondering how the conversation had gone so far beyond anything he had expected, and yet had actually accomplished so much. “I’ll go visit with her now, if it’s alright.”
 


 “Go right ahead,” her father said, and Alec gratefully withdrew from the room. He walked further down the hallway until he found the room where Bethany, her mother and Aristotle sat calmly talking.
 


 “Alec, are you alright? You look pale,” Bethany’s mother said.
 


 “Yes, I’m fine, thank you,” Alec murmured as he took a seat on the sofa next to Bethany. Still rattled by his interview with her father, he reached out and held her hand, causing her to smile demurely.
 


 The four of them soon sat down to dinner with her brother and father.
 


 “I plan to go visit Lord Bayeux tomorrow morning,” Alec answered a question about his plans on their trip.
 


 “The old man’s health is failing,” the mother said. “We haven’t seen him in months.”
 


 After dinner they all retired to the parlor again and later went to bed.
 


 Alec arose early the next morning and crept downstairs to saddle up Walnut. He departed as the sun rose, and followed the directions he had received to arrive at the estate of Lord Bayeux an hour later.
 


 “May I see his lordship?” Alec asked a servant.
 


 “He’s likely to still be eating breakfast,” the man said politely.
 


 “I’ve traveled from Oyster Bay to meet him, and I have a long trip back today, so I hope to see him as early as possible,” Alec said, and explained his orphanage origins, and then waited for the servant to take his message inside. A few minutes later he was ushered inside and through the house to a small table on a sunny patio in the back, where an impeccably dressed man sat alone.
 


 Alec looked at a frail man, whose body still reflected a formerly hale and hardy build. “Do you like to ride horses?” the elderly man asked as Alec arrived.
 


 “I have a horse of my own, Walnut, who I’ve ridden from Bondell to Stronghold to Goldenfields and the Pale Mountains, then back again,” Alec replied. “He’s a smart horse and a good friend.”
 


 “Your mother loved horses,” the elderly man replied. He slowly stood upright. “I am Lord Bayeux.”
 


 “My name is Alec,” his visitor replied.
 


 He reached out and shook his host’s hand, sending a strong dose of healing energy into the man’s body. Bayeux looked at him with startled eyes. “What was that?”
 


 “I am an ingenaire, a healer ingenaire,” Alec told him. “I gave you some energy to strengthen your heart, to improve your kidneys, and to restore your lungs. What you feel most immediately is the improved heart functions.”
 


 They both sat down. “You can do that with just a touch of a hand?” Bayeux asked in astonishment.
 


 “I can now,” Alec told him. “I’ve learned and practiced a great deal in recent years.”
 


 You look like your mother,” Bayeux told him.
 


 Alec pulled the jeweled pendant up over his head. “The nun at the orphanage told me that you said this belonged to her.”
 


 “It did,” his host replied as he took it in his own hands and watched the morning sun make it sparkle. “She stayed here for nearly a year, from the time she was early in her pregnancy to the time you were a few weeks old, and she always wore this bauble.
 


 “It was a gift from your father, according to what she told me,” he answered. “I never heard her say who your father was, but I always suspected it was Prince Enguerrand, who spent a lot of time up here at one of the king’s estates along the river.
 


 “Esquiline was a very beautiful girl, and quiet, almost shy until she trusted a person. A friend of the prince, who was also a friend of my son, brought her here and asked that she be provided with a suitable home. Of course I had no hesitation about agreeing, and she moved right in, but it took her several weeks before she would really open up and talk with me. We often had breakfast together right here on the patio, right before she would take a horse out for a ride through the country, right up until late in her pregnancy,” Bayeux narrated his memories.
 


 “She had her son, you, in the early winter, and she was back on horseback within two weeks,” he continued. “And about a month later her horse came back without her. It was wet, and we went down to the river immediately to look for her. And we found her, dead on the ground, with no good idea of what accident had happened. And soon after that the prince had an accident as well, and I was left with you and no idea about what to do or who to give you to.” Bayeux was telling the story for the first time in many years, and his memories boiled out with emotion.
 


 There was a long, silent pause. “So I took you down to the orphanage in Frame, because it was considered the best in the land, and I gave them some money, and you grew up there, apparently pretty well,” he finished his tale.
 


 Alec sat silently for a minute as he thought about his mother riding through this countryside. “Was she happy?” he asked at last.
 


 “She was happy riding a horse, and she was happy singing a song, and she was happy when you were born and she had a baby to love,” Bayeux said kindly. “She was happy, but not in the boisterous, loud way. She had a calm, quiet happiness that she brought to a room when she entered it. Her smile was warm and generous, and it made people happy when they saw it.”
 


 Alec sat in further silence, putting together the words of Lord Bayeux with the words of ghostly prince Enguerrand. He raced to a conclusion, then raced away from it.
 


 “Are you alright?” Bayeux asked gently after several minutes.
 


 “I believe you have told me that my mother was a wonderful person, and that my father was the prince of the land, making me heir to the throne,” Alec said cautiously.
 


 “That is precisely what I believe, but I have no proof,” Bayeux told him. “And what do you say to that? Who wouldn’t want to be handed the crown and given the palace in Oyster Bay?”
 


 “Perhaps I wouldn’t,” Alec answered softly.
 


 “You may be smart enough to be a prince if you know you don’t want to be one,” Bayeux said. A servant came to the table bearing a plate of food for Alec. “Please eat and enjoy,” the lord suggested. “I enjoy looking at you and seeing the play of your face, and the resemblance to your mother; I saw your smile once just now, and for just a second, it was like seeing your mother back here on the patio, sharing joy. It makes me feel younger. Well, it and your remarkable healing ability.”
 


 Alec ate, and they continued to talk about his mother for another half an hour. “Excuse me, my lord, but I must return to my friends. I thank you for letting me barge in on you like this, and for sharing your memories of my mother,” he said as he stood.
 


 “Thank you for giving me such a vivid reminder of your mother, and the happiness she brought to our home during her stay here,” Bayeux replied, and as they shook hands, Alec extended more of his healing energy to the nobleman to strengthen his muscles and reduce his infirmities.
 


 He remounted Walnut and rode solemnly back to Bethany’s home, where he found she and her family seated around their own breakfast table. “Come sit with us anyway!” Bethany cajoled when he told them he had already eaten.
 


 “How is Lord Bayeux?” her father asked as Alec took a seat next to Bethany.
 


 “He seems well,” Alec responded. “We talked about my mother, who lived at his home when I was born, before he took me to the orphanage. It was the first time I ever heard anyone talk about her, and it gives me something to think about and imagine.”
 


 Aristotle arrived, and enjoyed a plate of breakfast with the family, and when he was done he looked at Alec. “We need to start our return, don’t we? We all have a lot to do when we get back.”
 


 “You can’t leave already!” Bethany’s mother tried to protest, but the three travelers were soon packed and back on their horses.
 


 As they rode along, Aristotle pulled close beside Alec. “You learned a lot, didn’t you?”
 


 Alec nodded. “And how do you feel about it, about being the true heir?” Ari pressed.
 


 “How did you know?” Alec cried loudly enough that Bethany looked up from where she was studying the passing fields as they rode by.
 


 “I’ve suspected since I first met you, Alec,” Ari told him. “An old prophecy hinted that there could be a hidden heir with peculiar abilities, and those words popped right to the front of my mind the night we met at the carnival. 
 


 “So what will you do now?”
 


 “I don’t know,” Alec answered. “I don’t know if I want to be heir.
 


 “If I return to Oyster Bay and declare myself to be the heir, I’ll never be able to go free. I’ll be trapped there at the palace forever,” he said. “I know it’s a wonder that I’ve managed to get out as much as I have while I’m protector of the crown, and that’s only because of the extraordinary circumstances we’re in.
 


 “When the day comes that the wars are over and the Dominion is safe, I want something more,” he added.
 


 “More than what, Alec?” Bethany interrupted, riding up from behind. “What are you talking about?”
 


 “When we’ve defeated the Michian invaders, I want to be free. I don’t want to live in the palace and make all the decisions and dance at all the balls,” he replied. He looked into her eyes. He sensed that Ari was dropping behind them now, as trees began to line the sides of the road. On an impulse, he knew he had to bring up something else.
 


 He frowned as recollected Bethany’s father’s advice about singing. He knew his voice was not good; he’d never been invited to be part of the orphanage choir. Taking a deep breath, he decided he’d pick the most romantic song he could remember snippets of:
 

 


 


“Well, I will pray to God on high,

 


That thou my constancy mayst see,

 


And that yet once more before I die,

 


Thou wilt vouchsafe to love me,”

 

 


 


 He sang, then faltered, as he saw Bethany looking at him incredulously. “Your father,” Alec began in a normal voice. “He said that you loved the stories about how he wooed your mother by singing to her,” his voice trailed off as he saw the amusement in her eyes.
 


 “What are you talking about?” she asked between laughs.
 


 “Your father told me that he sang to your mother all the time when they dated as a young couple, and when they told you those stories, you were enchanted with the idea of a singing, er, ah, boyfriend,” Alec lamely explained.
 


 “He was pulling my leg, wasn’t he?” Alec at last understood as he saw the expression on her face.
 


 “Yes, dear, he was,” Bethany said affectionately, as she patted his hand.
 


 Despite the setback and loss of dignity, Alec decided to try one more time. “You remember once you said you’d wait for me forever,” Alec reminded Bethany a minute later as they rode along the quiet path through a forest. Her face assumed a more somber expression.
 


 “I should have said I’d wait for you forever, if you wanted me to,” Bethany edited herself. “And after so long, it seemed you didn’t want me to, although I know different now, and even understand it mostly.”
 


 “Well, I do want you to. Or maybe I should say, I don’t want you to wait any more,” he replied.
 


 “Your father asked me last night if I sought his permission to seek your hand in marriage,” he admitted.
 


 Bethany gasped so suddenly and loudly, it turned into a hiccup. “He can be so, hiccup, exasperating! He has no sense of social skills, hiccup!” she placed her fingertips over her lips. “How could he jump to a conclusion like that? And that was at the hiccup same time he was telling you to serenade me?”
 


 “Yes, at the end of our talk, he told me I had his permission,” Alec continued. “He said he’d trust your judgment if you chose to accept my proposal.”
 


 Bethany looked around. She hiccupped again as she saw that Aristotle was now many paces behind them.
 


 “So, what is your answer, Bethany?” Alec asked.
 


 “You haven’t, hiccup, asked me a question, Alec,” she said with emphasis.
 


 He started to retort, then thought better of it. “Bethany, will you marry me?” he asked. “I’ll love you forever and probably keep things exciting for a while,” he grinned. “And I promise not to sing to you ever again!”
 


 “Yes Alec, I will marry you! I know you love me, and I love you too!” she said giddily. Alec leaned out of his saddle to give her a passionate kiss. “You can feel free to turn down the excitement level a little if you want,” she said, “but not just now.” She leaned into him and kissed him back.
 


 “And what was it you wanted more of when I rode up to interrupt you and Ari?” she asked a minute later. “Is it something I can help with?”
 


 Alec hesitated to answer.
 


 “You can’t very well want to marry me, hiccup, if you can’t trust me, Alec,” Bethany told him. “You have to talk to me and tell me what you’re thinking.”
 


 Alec took another deep breath. “I want freedom from the palace. Lord Bayeux told me that he believes my father was Prince Enguerrand, the son of King Gildevny. And when I was at the Pool of John Mark, the prince’s ghost told me he had left a secret heir; his story and Lord Bayeux’s match up precisely, which makes me the heir to the throne,” Alec explained. “But I don’t know if I want to be the next king of the Dominion!” He reached out and touched his fingertip to Bethany’s breastbone. “You can cure yourself of those hiccups, you know,” he said casually.
 


 “You are the heir to the throne?” Bethany asked in astonishment. “You would be so good for the Dominion! You already are good!”
 


 “But would the throne be good for me?” Alec asked as the trees thinned out and their road grew brighter. “Would you want to live in the palace forever and have guards follow you around everywhere you went, and have someone schedule everything you do every day?”
 


 Ari rode up and rejoined them.
 


 “Alec proposed to me!” Bethany squealed.
 


 “What was your answer?” Ari asked solemnly.
 


 “I told him I’d think about it,” Bethany said blithely. “No! Of course I said yes!”
 


 “Did you set a date?” Ari asked.
 


 “No,” Bethany said. “Alec when will we have the wedding?”
 


 “I suppose after the war,” Alec responded.
 


 “Where do you want to have it? In the palace or the cathedral?” she followed up.
 


 “That’s a good question. I don’t know,” he said, worried about the flood of wedding questions that might potentially be unleashed upon him.
 


 “So you will make Bethany your queen?” Ari asked.
 


 “If I became king, she would become my queen. But Ari, I don’t have to become king if I don’t want to, do I?” Alec asked.
 


 “Not if nobody finds out you’re the heir,” Ari answered. “Well, at least not immediately. But consider that even if you successfully keep it a secret, you’re going to go off on another mission and win another war, then you’ll come back and marry a beautiful girl,” he smiled at Bethany, “and there will obviously be no real heir available, so you can guess what is going to happen. The nobility and the church and the fiefdoms and even the ingenairii are going to make you the king anyway.”
 


 “I’m not sure which is worse: thinking about being king, or thinking about planning the wedding,” Alec moaned.
 


 “Hey!” Bethany loudly protested. “You’re the one who proposed marriage. Do you want to call it off?”
 


 “No! No, not at all,” Alec assured her. “The marriage is the one thing out of all this that I know I want. It’s just the wedding and the kingship that I want to skip.”
 


 “Will you be ready to leave this afternoon, to go Bondell?” Alec asked later, as they continued to ride along their way, while a gentle shower dampened the dust rising from the road.
 


 “I’ll be ready,” Bethany said determinedly. “You’re not going to leave me behind or send me away again.
 


 “You’re going to need healer ingenairii; will Rief come with us?” she asked.
 


 “Yes Rief will, and I expect Rander will too,” he added. “I think he’s smitten with her right now.”
 


 “She’s such a good person, I’m glad someone sees that in her already,” Bethany said with joy in her heart.
 


 They continued to ride throughout the morning, and just past noon they returned to Oyster Bay. “I’m going to publically announce our engagement at the palace. Can you join me?” Alec declared.
 


 “Alec! I have to pack for our trip,” Bethany replied. “Where will I find time to get dressed for an announcement like that?
 


 “When will you make the announcement? I’ll try to get ready,” she asked seconds later.
 


 “Can you meet me at the palace at five o-clock? We’ll arrange for everyone to be assembled for the announcement then,” Alec suggested. “Ari, can you invite the Ingenairii Council to attend?”
 


 And so, at five o’clock, Alec stood in the largest hall in the palace, a great crowd of nobility, church leaders, ingenairii, palace officials and others gathered on very short notice to hear a mysterious announce-ment the crown protector was about to make. He stood on a raised platform, feeling and looking nervous, while he awaited Bethany’s arrival.
 


 “He hasn’t told anyone anything about what he’s announcing,” Rander told Brannis and Rief as they stood in the front of the crowd. As Alec scanned the crowd just then, his eyes made contact with Rief’s, and the spark of joy and fear she saw in his eyes made her immediately voice her hunch to her companions.
 


 He’s going to marry Bethany,” she said. She realized that she felt nothing but happiness for both he and Bethany as she contemplated a marriage between the two.
 


 Rander looked at Rief. “You really think so? I knew they were close once, but then heard they had gone their separate ways.”
 


 “I just saw the same look in Alec’s eyes that I saw when he met her in Frame,” Rief said, “and I knew then that he was in love with her.”
 


 “She’s not here, though,” Brannis pointed out.
 


 “She will be, and she’ll make an entrance,” Rief predicted, just as a stir in the rear of the hall caused heads to turn. A procession was moving through the center of the room, and as it reached the front, Bethany emerged from her convoy of water ingenairii, all dressed in blue. She too was wearing blue, a gown of stunning intricacy, as she mounted onto the stage and stood beside Alec.
 


 “Wow!” Rander said, studying her appearance.
 


 “Hold it together. Down boy,” Rief said as she placed her hand on his arm, pretending to hold him back.
 


 Alec had taken Bethany’s hand in his as she reached him, and stood staring at her for many seconds, before slowly turning his head to face the audience. “Thank you all. Thank you for coming here on such short notice,” he began.
 


 “You all look very pretty, I mean, Bethany looks awfully pretty,” Alec stumbled and grew red in the face, as nervous titters of laughter were sprinkled around the room. Bethany squeezed his hand. “Relax,” she murmured in his ear, “and just start over.”
 


 Alec looked out. “I am a very lucky person,” he started again. “I have so many friends in this room, and you all have been important to me. And a lot of people not in this room have been important to me too.
 


 “But I believe that no one is more important to me than Bethany, and so I want to announce our engagement to be married,” he said, and then said no more as loud and prolonged applause and cheers filled the hall for several minutes. “We will hold the marriage ceremony when we return from our campaign in Bondell. I hope you all will pray for our safety and success while we are traveling and fighting, and I hope you all will be ready to join us in making the Dominion a better place when we return.
 


 “Thank you for coming, and God Bless you all,” he finished, as more applause spread through the hall. People were climbing up on stage and coming to shake Alec’s hands vigorously, or hug him. They all had something to say, and a ring of people surrounded him, but he positioned himself so that he always faced towards Bethany, could always keep an eye on her as she too was mobbed by well-wishers. He couldn’t help but look at her, entranced by the combination of her beautiful appearance and the circumstances of the moment.
 


 Alec eventually began to force his way over to Bethany. “Our ship for Bondell is waiting for us to depart,” he told her as they came together.
 


 “I’ll need to change, Alec,” she told him. “This isn’t a traveling outfit!”
 


 “No. No it’s not,” Alec agreed appreciatively.
 


 “Besides, almost everyone else who was supposed to be on the boat is still here too,” Bethany pointed out.
 


 “Well, let me get my travel gear and I’ll go back to Ingenairii Hill with you,” Alec said. She reached out and took his hand, and together they eventually worked their way off the stage and out of the palace.
 

 


 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 47 – A Delaying Campaign
 

 


 


 The Witzig sailed near the Bondell coast, five days out of Oyster Bay and expected to make landfall in the Bondell city harbor that evening. The ship carried a number of ingenairii and supplies, along with Alec’s horse, Walnut. It was expected to be the first ship of Alec’s armada to arrive in Bondell, driven by ingenairii breezes and currents to travel quickly to the city.
 


 The trip had been a trying one for Alec in one sense, even though he was surrounded by friends and peers and accompanied by Bethany. One of the crew members was Chelv, an itinerate sailor who vividly told the story, repeatedly, of the time Alec had saved his life in a bar in the small harbor of Monoline. He frequently opened his shirt to show the small white scar that was the only evidence he had suffered a dagger wound deep in his chest, before Alec had miraculously healed him.
 


 He also frequently and repeatedly told the story of the long night afterwards, when he and his companions had taken Alec out drinking and carousing, the only time Alec had ever done such a thing. Alec had suffered for days afterwards. Chelv poked Alec’s shoulder as he told of the tattoo they had persuaded him to receive and the battle over whether it should be the sword that it was, an anchor, a bottle of ale, or the name of the barmaid who had so affectionately served him that night.
 


 “I don’t remember her name,” Alec had mumbled when Bethany asked him her name in the middle of Chelv reciting his story.
 


 “If you had the tattoo done right, you would remember,” Chelv had rebutted to great laughter. “Not that she could hold a candle to your present lady,” he’d add with a bow to Bethany.
 


 “Would you like to have my name tattooed on your other shoulder?” Bethany asked him sweetly every night.
 


 The cry of ‘harbor in sight’ was a relief to Alec as he stood near the front mast and watched the crew guide the ship towards its destination. An hour later, with the sun still a hand’s breadth above the horizon, the ship pulled up to one of Natha’s docks. All the ingenairii disembarked from the ship rapidly, and stood at the head of the quay awaiting Alec’s instructions.
 


 As Alec led them out of the dock yards, he resisted the temp-tation to visit the yard factor, Gretchen, who had treated him poorly on his last visit here. He was distracted instead by the appearance of a large body of men and horses outside the gate, who were led by the chamberlain of the palace, Faldor.
 


 Alec and Faldor shook hands heartily. “We received a pigeon that another Oyster Bay invasion was coming, so the Prince sent me to the docks to handle a difficult situation,” Faldor said cheerfully.
 


 “Bethany, this is Faldor, the chamberlain to the Prince.” Alec introduced, remembering that the two hadn’t met when Bethany had previously been part of a campaign in Bondell. “And Faldor, this is my betrothed,” he finished.
 


 “Betrothed? Betrothed! We have to tell the prince! He’ll want to meet the future wife on the warrior who saved his nation,” Faldor said.
 


 That evening, the prince threw an impromptu ball for the ingenairii arrivals and the members of his own nobility, and the next morning, Alec and Rander and the Warrior ingenairii joined the Prince to discuss the war.
 


 “We received word of the invasion just more than a fortnight ago,” Faldor reported. “We’ve been preparing our own forces, such as we have, to head down as reinforcements.
 


 “What word have you heard?” Rubicon asked.
 


 “Our messenger came from the southern wilderness by way of South Harbor, where there is a small military outpost. The cavalry we had sent out to the wilderness left here about six weeks ago, and apparently had a first encounter with this invasion force a month ago that was modestly successful. But they also reported that they were so outnumbered they were starting to evacuate and fall back.”
 


 “That was a month ago?” Alec asked.
 


 “Yes, and they’ve been in retreat ever since. They have hardly any forces left, even with the South Harbor outpost being sent to reinforce them,” the Prince told them.
 


 “The invaders are from the Michian empire, and they were so impressed with your forces’ defense that they executed four of their generals to motivate their troops,” Alec told the Prince, remembering the bodies he had seen hanging at the imperial palace.
 


 “Is there some obvious place they can make a stand? A bridge over a river or a road up a mountain that can be a place to hold the invaders back?” Nathaniel asked.
 


 “Near South Harbor there is an ancient bridge that spans a wide, deep river,” Faldor said.
 


 “How quickly can we get to South Harbor?” Nathaniel responded.
 


 “You’ll have to sail,” Faldor said. “It’s four days down the coast.”
 


 The ingenairii looked at each other. “We should set sail today, and direct all our ships to go directly there,” Nathaniel said. The others nodded their heads in agreement.
 


 “Your highness, with your permission, we’ll begin to rely on South Harbor as our port for sending troops to fight the Michian invaders,” Alec said.
 


 “By all means, Alec,” the Prince said. “Your good works have twice been a Godsend to my nation. The third time will be the last, we pray.”
 


 “Have you heard any word from Goldenfields?” Alec asked.
 


 “No, not a word,” Faldor answered.
 


 “Send a pigeon with a request for urgent help,” Alec told him. “I’ve sent messengers as well, but it is imperative that we get some forces here as quickly as possible if we’re going to protect that bridge. And ask for extra horses, all that they can bring.” He tried to guess what date among his time travels for John Mark he had sent Armilla, Kinsey and Delle on their way back to Goldenfields to also request the mobilization of forces to aid Bondell, but was unable to calculate whether notice had been received there or not.
 


 They made further arrangements for coordination, then the ingenairii began to depart to return to their ship in the harbor, and by mid-afternoon, amidst much grumbling, the ship was returning to the water to continue south, with a few extra horses and a dozen of Bondell’s guards squeezed onto the decks as well, getting in the way of the crew as they manned the sails and worked their duties.
 


 After three days of rapid sailing, aided again by ingenairii winds and currents, the Witzig arrived in South Harbor. The harbor was a small one, usually visited by the small trader ships that had the ability to navigate through the challenges of the barrier between lands, and their partners who moved the goods up the coast into the Dominion.
 


 The arrival of the ingenairii and their forces created a stir in the small community, and the post commander there hurried to talk to Alec’s forces, informing them of the contents of the scanty reports he had received from the Bondell and Goldenfields forces that were out in the mountain. Rashrew and Imelda had managed to persuade the inhabitants of their distant village to evacuate, and had sent them far towards South Harbor. A report early that morning indicated that a second village had been evacuated about a week ago. The Michian invasion force had begun to move forward after a pause of several days, and had not moved with any great speed, though Bondell’s cavalry forces were too small to have much impact on the rate the invaders traveled. They were able to keep an eye on the invaders and prevent them from sending scouts out far in advance.
 


 “How many horses can you provide for our use?” Alec asked.
 


 “Of good quality? Perhaps eight or nine,” the commander replied.
 


 Alec counted in his head. “I’m going to head to the front to meet Rashrew and Imelda. Going with me will be Bethany, because I’m not going to fight with her about us separating again,” he began.
 


 “You got that right,” she muttered distinctly.
 


 “Also going with be Rief and Rander, Nathaniel, Moriah and Rubicon, three light ingenairii, two fire ingenairii, and seven Bondell soldiers,” he finished, ticking them off on his fingers. “The soldiers will provide us with messengers we can send back or replacements if Rashrew wants to send any of his back. Have everyone else begin moving on foot in an orderly fashion, and have strong defenses built at both ends of the Ravinia Bridge,” he ordered, referring to the bridge they agreed was their best chance to truly stop the invasion.
 


 “How fast do you think things will happen? What will happen next?” Rubicon asked.
 


 “The invaders don’t have their supply lines available back to Michian any longer, so they are going to start thinking about their stomachs, and probably come at us faster,” Alec said. “Ships from Oyster Bay should start disembarking our soldiers here within a week or two. After that, I hope there will be a steady stream of forces from Stronghold, Oyster Bay, Goldenfields, and everywhere else in the Dominion coming in this direction.
 


 “Within two months we should have enough forces available to fight them, if we can keep them bottled up in the mountains,” he told them. “If they can get to South Harbor before we’re ready for them, they’ll be able to resupply somewhat by sea, they’ll be able to forage along the coast, and they’ll be closer to spreading out across a wider front,” he fretted, thinking to himself that the two months that might be needed to gather his full army might be too late to save the Dominion from a wider war. “So we need to do everything we can to stop them early and drive them back.”
 


 The meeting ended and people rushed to prepare for the beginning of the deployment of the ingenairii forces. Alec made Bethany the unofficial quartermaster in charge of purchasing fresh food from the local markets to supplement the supplies of their small advance group.
 


 At noon, two dozen horses carrying Alec’s group and its supplies left the town on the dusty road east, and traveled at a steady pace that preserved the horses. Two hours after sunset they passed a crossroads and stopped in a pasture outside a small farming village where they set up camp for the night. “This crossroads leads north into Bondell through an interior valley. If the Michian forces get here, we won’t be able to keep them bottled up among the mountains,” a Bondell officer told Alec and his companions.
 


 The next day they were back on the move shortly after sunrise. “This is going to be a rough trip for you isn’t it Alec?” Nathaniel asked, riding up beside him at mid-morning.
 


 “It will be rough for all of us,” Alec replied somberly, not noticing the twinkle on his friend’s eye.
 


 “Not as tough as you’ve got,” Nathaniel told him. “First you have Chelv on the ship for more than a week to regale us with stories about you, and next up we’ll have Imelda and Bethany exchanging stories about you!” 

 


 Alec felt his stomach flip at the realization that the two women got along well, and would take delight in jointly tormenting him. “I think I’d rather face another demon,” he muttered. “They’ll just stoke each other up to an insufferable level. Do you think it’s too late to send Bethany back?”
 


 By late afternoon the following day they reached a sharp downward slope in the road, as it fell towards the bridge over the Ravinia River. The whole group stopped just to marvel at the construction of the lengthy single span that seemed stretched far beyond the limits of the stone that comprised it. “I wish we had a stone ingenaire to tell us something about that,” one of the fire ingenairii said.
 


 Beneath the bridge there was empty air for seventy feet, under which rested the dark waters of the river, stretching two hundred yards wide between two sheer canyon walls. “Without this bridge, no one could get from the wilderness to the rest of Bondell. Once the invaders cross this they can get to those crossroads and spread out in multiple directions,” Nathaniel said. “This is the place to set up your last line of defenses.”
 


 The group slowly rode forward and across the bridge. As soon as they reached the far side of the bridge, Alec’s left hand felt uncomfortable. He flexed the fingers in front of his face and looked at the gloved palm, wondering what could cause the sensation. Lost in his wool-gathering, it took several seconds for him to register the words that he overheard in the conversation of the Warrior ingenairii. “There will be little defense possible on this side of the river with the road sloping up above the defenders,” he heard Rubicon tell Moriah and Nathaniel. “It’ll be better to start defending the bridge, and fall back across it quickly.”
 


 He tucked the analysis away as they rode up the incline in the red hues of sunset. “Let’s make camp here for the night,” he proposed abruptly as they reached a level section of road. The sun had not set completely, and his companions were surprised by the early end to their journey.
 


 “Is everything alright, Alec?” Bethany asked.
 


 “My hand feels strangely,” Alec told her, holding up his left hand. “It’s not serious, but I thought a little extra rest would do everyone some good.”
 


 “How much longer until we find Imelda?” Bethany asked.
 


 Alec looked at her suspiciously, wondering if she planned to tease him. He saw no signs of impending torment in her face.
 


 “It depends on how fast she is retreating,” he answered. “Hopefully she and Rashrew are managing to keep the Michian forces creeping along at a slow pace. That means we’ll take longer to reach them, but they’ll have kept the invaders further from this,” he motioned towards the bridge.
 


 At Nathaniel’s suggestion, the next morning they left two of the Bondell soldiers behind with directions to pass along to the forces that followed, giving directions on how to begin erecting defensive barricades, ditches and fortifications. They rode on for three more days, passing through scattered villages as they rode over rolling hills and along smaller rivers. Alec said nothing further about his hand, but he noted an increase in the discomfort and pressure he felt. Whenever he removed the glove to examine the hand he expected to see it swollen and bloody, but its outward appearances remained the same despite the feelings he suffered.
 


 On their fourth day past the bridge a west-bound rider in a hurry approached them early in the morning along the road, then slowed when he unexpectedly encountered them. “Are you coming from the battlefront?” Nathaniel called as he came within hailing distance.
 


 “I am,” the rider agreed. “I’m carrying dispatches for the commander in South Harbor. Who are you?”
 


 He rode up and stopped among them, seeing the Bondell soldiers who accompanied them. “Who are you?” he asked at the same time Alec asked “How far to the front?”
 


 “We’re the first portion of the relief that is coming to give support against the invaders,” Alec said.
 


 “We’re glad to have any help, but you’re just a drop in the bucket compared to what we need,” the messenger said. “I’m riding to South Harbor to inform the commander that the invasion is picking up speed. They’ve been pushing hard against us the past two days; if we weren’t cavalry, they would have taken us all by now.”
 


 “How far have you ridden?” Nathaniel asked.
 


 “I left Rashrew last night. He has about a score of fighters left, and all they can do is try to stay alive and in front of the invasion,” the man responded.
 


 “Would you like anything to eat or drink before you go on?” Moriah asked. “Will we just need to follow the road to find Rashrew?”
 


 The man gratefully accepted the meal in the saddle. “Just follow the road, and you’ll find them. You won’t have to go more than four or five hours I imagine.”
 


 “Are there any hills or valleys along the road where we could set up an ambush to slow them down? Maybe we could hit their lead units hard,” Rubicon asked.
 


 “The road goes through a valley about two hours back,” the rider affirmed. “But you’ll only be a mosquito on a horse,” and with that he was gone.
 


 “Let’s hurry to that valley and see what trap we can mount,” Rubicon suggested. “Maybe we’ll be able to mount something there before the arrival of the front.”
 


 The riders spurred their horses forward and began riding at a rapid pace until mid-morning, when the road followed a small stream through a bending, falling valley. “This is the place,” Rubicon said appraisingly as he looked at the trees and rocks on the steep hillsides lining the road. “Everyone dismount and take your horses back to around the bend out of sight.”
 


 “I’m going to ride up ahead to find Rashrew and Imelda and let them know what we’re doing,” Alec volunteered as he grabbed extra arrows to place in his quiver.
 


 “You know we can’t let you go alone,” Nathaniel said. “We’ve been over this before.”
 


 “Let Rander and Rief come with me,” Alec said. “Rander has a sword, and Rief might recognize something about the Michian forces.
 


 “They need to know that help is on its way. They need to know that this ambush is being prepared,” he added.
 


 “Rander, you know you can’t let him do anything foolish, right?” Nathaniel said. “It does make sense to send someone forward to contact them. Make sure you try to get the Michian forces bunched up in a solid mass when they are inside the mouth of the valley,” he instructed.
 


 Alec rode over to Bethany. “I’ll be back soon, I promise. Stay safe here, please,” he said as he leaned over to kiss her.
 


 “I know you have to do this, because you’re Alec. Just be safe. Don’t be a hero, please,” she said as she hugged him.
 


 With that he and Rander and Rief rode forward, out of the valley, Alec’s hand throbbing with additional pain as they moved forward to find the last remnants of opposition to the Michian invasion. Within thirty minutes they heard the faint sounds of battle, and Alec pulled his bow off his saddle, and slung his quiver over his shoulder. As they trotted forward the sounds grew louder, and he engaged his warrior powers.
 


 He heard the sounds of the battle more clearly, and as they turned a curve around a clump of trees, they saw the dozen remaining riders trying to fight their way free of two score attackers. Alec recognized Imelda’s long blond hair, and Rashrew’s thickset torso. He pulled an arrow out and took careful aim as Walnut advanced, with Rander and Rief beside him. They were too far from the battle for either to help without the enhanced abilities Alec had.
 


 Alec let the first arrow fly, and automatically notched the second one, shifted his aim, and let it fly, then pulled forth a third and shot again, and again and again, so that six arrows were in the air simultaneously. “Give me one of yours,” he told Rander.
 


 Rander gave him several as he held his hand out, and the first flight of arrows began to hit their targets. Imelda watched two men in front of her fall from their horses, as did Rashrew, and two other Bondell riders saw their own attackers slump forward with arrows in their chests. Both sides paused monetarily as they tried to understand what had happened, and then more arrows fell among the Michian riders, while Alec fired off his extra supply of arrows.
 


 “Imelda, Rashrew, fall back!” Alec screamed as he rode forward.
 


 “Tarnum! Don’t you go any closer!” Rief shouted at Alec.
 


 All heads from the Bondell contingent swiveled to look around upon hearing Alec’s voice.
 


 “Alec! You’re almost a welcome sight!” Imelda shouted. “Forces retreat to the protector!” and all the riders started pulling their reins to ride back to Alec.
 


 He strung another arrow from Rander’s supply, and shot it at the first Michian rider to begin to pursue the flight.
 


 “Alec! Aim for their horses!” Imelda shouted. “They don’t have many!”
 


 Alec notched another arrow, and swore under his breath. At the moment he felt more guilt over the death of one of the innocent animals than he did the death of the soldiers on top of them. Lowering his aim, he shot at the horse of the rider he had just aimed for, then he strung another arrow and shot at an animal still back on the pack. His hand felt awash with pain now, and he was relieved to cease shooting.
 


 Moments later both animals were down on the ground with arrows in their neck, and the other Michian riders were hesitant to approach Alec’s deadly firepower.
 


 Alec stood as a lonely sentinel on the middle of the road, as Rander and Rief joined him from behind while the Bondell force thundered towards him from the front. All forces joined together simultaneously around Alec, and Rief was surprised beyond belief when the exhausted Imelda actually leapt out of her saddle onto Alec’s and hugged him emotionally.
 


 “We thought we were dead!” Rashrew shouted, pounding Alec’s back as he joined them. “How do you manage to be here now?”
 


 “We’re the advance guard of the advance guard of the advance guard,” Alec shouted back. “Get your men in motion for a slow retreat. We’ve got an ambush set up in a valley about a half hour back down the road.”
 


 “Imelda,” Alec looked into her eyes as they sat inches apart facing each other. He was awash with emotions, and could say nothing else for several long moments.
 


 “This is an awfully uncomfortable way to sit in a saddle,” she said after pausing to wait for him. “How are you?”
 


 “Go ahead and get in your saddle, and let’s start to pull back,” Alec directed. “We can speak as we ride.”
 


 “In the valley there are a number of ingenairii setting up an ambush if we can lure the Michian forces to come enter in large numbers,” Alec explained as they started to slowly back up from the encounter.
 


 “You may have put too much of the fear of God in them!” Rashrew commented. “They don’t look anxious to follow us.”
 


 “I’m about out of arrows, and my hand hurts too much to shoot any more at the moment anyway,” Alec admitted. “Let’s get some more distance between us and them while we can.”
 


 “Their commander won’t let them hang back long in any event,” another Bondell rider said. “They’ve been sacrificing men to keep pushing us hard these past couple of days.”
 


 “Who are your companions, Alec?” Imelda asked.
 


 “This is Rander, the steward of the palace at Oyster Bay, and this is Rief, my friend and companion who travelled with me from a visit to the homeland of the invaders,” Alec announced.
 


 “You’ve been to their land?” Rashrew exclaimed in shock.
 


 “I have. They are determined to overwhelm us and conquer the Dominion, and it’s up to us to stop them here before they can spread out and attack in all directions,” Alec answered.
 


 “Rander, Rief, this is Rashrew, who I fought with when we defended Bondell from the forces of the Oyster Bay coup, and this is Imelda,” Alec introduced.
 


 “Ah,” Rief said. “Is she the one you and Bethany spoke about?”
 


 Alec looked at Imelda, whose eyes had widened at Bethany’s name. “Yes, she’s the one.
 


 “Bethany is here with the ingenairii waiting for us down the road,” he told Imelda. “She and I are engaged,” he added hastily after a pause.
 


 Imelda’s face showed shock for just a second. “You two were meant to be with one another,” she started to say.
 


 “Here they come,” a trooper announced, as the Michian riders began to advance.
 


 “Everyone keep in order, and keep pulling back,” Rander spoke up. “We’re going to be the bait for the next few minutes until we can get them where we want them.”
 


 “You say they don’t have many mounted soldiers? How closely will the infantry follow behind the horsemen?” Alec asked. “I’d like to get as many as possible.”
 


 “The foot soldiers don’t drop too far behind. If we could get their riders into the ambush and then slow them down so the infantry catches up, you can get your wish. And you’d make me happy!” Rashrew said. “We haven’t won anything in the past month since we killed those animals that disappear.”
 


 “I knew that had to be you! That really slowed them down. In Michian we heard about that, and four generals were hanged for the loss of those animals!” Alec told them.
 


 “Rief,” he suddenly said, “you ride back and tell Nathaniel that he needs to make sure he kills or captures all the Michian horses he can,” Alec instructed.
 


 “Is there anything you want me to tell Bethany?” her eyes flickered to Imelda.
 


 “Tell her Imelda is safe, and tell Bethany that I love her,” Alec said, as Imelda politely appeared to not listen.
 


 Rief urged her horse to a greater speed and rode awkwardly towards the west, while the rest of the group tried to maintain the right distance to draw the invaders forward.
 


 “They’re picking up speed!” one rider noted a minute later.
 


 Alec notched another arrow, leaving him only two more, and fired it at the lead horse, then fired the last two as well. Three horses fell to the ground, and the Michian advance stopped.
 


 Rashrew whistled for his riders to stop as well. “They only had a handful of horses of their own when they started to come out of their canyon,” he recounted to Rander and Alec. “But they’ve acquired a number along the way as they’ve plundered farms and villages.”
 


 The Bondell forces began to withdraw again, and the Michian riders began to pursue them again immediately. “They’re gaining on us,” Rander observed, and Alec saw that to his surprise the invaders were apparently coming recklessly forward, not knowing that he was out of arrows.
 


 “Let’s speed up a little until we get to the mouth of the canyon, where we can turn and slow them down to bunch them up,” Alec suggested.
 


 “Our horses are played out, Alec,” Rashrew answered. “We can’t ride them any faster. I’m surprised they’re still moving at all.”
 


 Alec knew they didn’t have far to go. “You all keep moving. I’ll try to slow them down,” he said as he reined Walnut in. “Go! Get going! We’re almost there.”
 


 Rander pulled up fifty yards behind him. “I can see the mouth of the valley Alec,” he reported. “Come back here where you’ll be a little safer.”
 


 Alec looked at the opposing riders, who had slowed momentarily when they had recognized their archer nemesis taking a stand, apparently fearing another rain of deadly arrows. But then they had begun to come on regardless, with a courage that he admitted was admirable. Alec turned and saw that the Bondell riders had already moved on another hundred yards, and he turned Walnut towards the valley, resuming his retreat. Behind the horses he could see infantry soldiers moving in a loose formation, keeping up with the cavalry.
 


 At the mouth of the valley Alec stopped, as he saw the Bondell horses beginning to falter badly; one horse went down from exhaustion, and Imelda slid off hers to lead it forward. The Michian riders also saw the approaching end of the ride for their quarry and they began to gallop forward towards Alec, feeling more confident in approaching him.
 


 He only needed to hold them back for two more minutes, he judged, and then his friends from Bondell would be safe and he could let the invaders ride into the trap. Despite the pain in his hand, he drew his sword from his left hip and passed it to his right hand. A half dozen leading riders were within twenty yards now, and Alec engaged his own powers to the fullest degree, then slid off Walnut and slapped his hind quarters, spurring the horse to gallop back into the safety of the valley.
 


 “Alec!” he faintly heard a voice wail, though whose it was he couldn’t tell, as he rushed forward and plunged his sword into the neck of a horse, while pulling out a dagger and throwing it at a rider on another horse. He rolled through a forest of horse legs and came up standing behind the first horses, then attacked them again before they could turn to face him. More horses were riding up, and score of men were running towards the battle scene.
 


 Alec circled swiftly around the Michian riders and began backing towards the valley. A noise behind him distracted him, and he saw Imelda running towards him, her own sword drawn as she screamed a savage war cry. Alec swiftly ran back to her and reached out, grabbing her arm, as he fought with his right hand.
 


 “Get back!” he snarled.
 


 “I won’t let you fight alone,” she shouted as she shook free of him and killed a foot soldier. The enemy horsemen were dismounting now, and Alec and Imelda were backing up rapidly, standing side by side as they continued to fall deeper into the valley.
 



Alec heard a grunt, and turned to see Imelda suffer a stab to her thigh.
 


 Angry at seeing her wounded, and angry to see her out in the midst of the battle, Alec slew three men around them rapidly, and caught her as she began to fall. He dropped his sword and placed his right hand under her knees to carry her away, when he felt a stab in his own back, and another blade slice the back of his thigh. He screamed in pain, but called on his warrior powers to propel him out of reach of the attackers, and he stumbled forward twenty yards, then fell forward, thrusting Imelda out in front of him, and they both lay on the ground as the Michian foot soldiers ran towards them.
 

 


 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 48 – Flight from the Demon
 

 


 


 Alec groaned and rolled over onto his side, just in time to see a bolt of flame flare ten feet over his head and char the soldiers about to descend on him. A moment later he saw a steady stream of arrows fly farther above him on their way to the back ranks of the Michian forces. Another blast of fire flew through the air, and more of the soldiers immediately near him screamed momentarily before they died.
 


 Alec dropped his warrior powers in exhaustion, then saw Bethany and Rief running towards him. “Didn’t I say, ‘Don’t be a hero’?” Bethany shouted at him as she placed a hand on his back. He felt her healing powers sooth and remove the pain as she rubbed her hand along his back, then her hand slid down to his thigh, and that wound too was healed. “They’re not pretty to look at, but the worst damage is repaired,” she said clinically. She scuttled forward to where Rief was tending to Imelda’s wound.
 


 “Are you a healer, too?” the cavalry commander asked in astonishment.
 


 Rief and Bethany both nodded their heads.
 


 Alec turned abruptly as he heard Imelda say, “I am too!”
 


 “You have powers?” he asked her.
 


 “I do. I’ve been healing injuries after battles and keeping our folks in the saddle for weeks now, ever since you saved my life,” she replied. “Is that what happened for you too?” she asked Bethany.
 


 “We need to get you people up and out of here,” Nathaniel shouted as he raced by them, headed towards hand-to-hand combat with the nearby Michian soldiers. Alec stood up and re-engaged his warrior powers. They were weak, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to sustain his energies for long. Moriah and Rubicon went by in a blur, and Alec picked up a sword near the body of a dead Michian soldier and joined the battle with the other warrior ingenairii.
 


 The use of flames and arrows together had inflicted terrible casualties on the vanguard of the invasion force, and those further back had not come forward into the valley after seeing the gouts of flame. Bondell soldiers stationed up on the hillsides were shooting arrows towards the mouth of the valley, further cutting off new soldiers.
 


 A score of Michian soldiers remained trapped in the valley, and the warrior ingenairii were engaged in fierce swordplay with them as Alec joined the fray. Together the four warriors mercilessly battled the soldiers who surrounded them, and cleared the valley of living opponents.
 


 “Alec! What were you thinking?” Nathaniel shouted at Alec as soon as the last opponent went down. “You were not supposed to put yourself in any kind of danger!”
 


 “Up until the end I was fine,” Alec said meekly.
 


 “Up until the end? Up until the end?” Bethany growled as she came forward. “I about had a heart attack when you got off Walnut and charged into the Michian riders!” She hugged him fiercely, and he dropped his borrowed sword to wrap his arms around her.
 


 Rubicon placed his fingers in his mouth and gave a shrill whistle to signal the others located throughout the valley. Alec watched as men and women started scrambling down the hillsides. “We need to fall back and figure out our next action,” he said as he started to walk back towards the rear of the valley, stepping among the dead soldiers.
 


 Alec looked around for the spot where he had thrown down his own sword. Spying it, he walked forward, holding Bethany’s hand, and picked it up. A few scattered horses were nearby and unharmed, and Alec grabbed the reins of one. “Take her back to join our horses,” he told Bethany, handing her the lead. “I’ll get some of these others.” Nathaniel and Imelda saw what he was doing and came forward to join him. Together, then led a half dozen horses back around the bend in the road where the rest of the forces had gathered.
 


 “What do we do now?” Alec asked as they walked up to the gathering.
 


 “We put a big hurt on them,” Rubicon said.
 


 “That’s the biggest bloody nose they’ve got since we killed their magic animals,” Rashrew agreed.
 


 Alec’s left hand began to throb painfully.
 


 “We could try to set up another ambush here, around the corner out of their sight,” Rubicon suggested. “Our goal is to slow them down as long as we can so our forces can get to the bridge to set up the defenses.”
 


 “They’ll come around the corner with more caution, I’m sure,” Moriah said.
 


 “Do they march at night?” Nathaniel asked.
 


 “No, not so far,” Imelda replied.
 


 “If we can hit them here in the backside of the valley, they won’t get any farther today,” Nathaniel said. “Let’s set up a small formation we can withdraw from easily. And Alec,” he said, turning to look at his friend. “You stay in the back this time!”
 


 Several laughed appreciatively. “Alright,” Alec agreed, “but you all need to stay safe up front. Don’t take any risks!” More laughter at the irony of his comment followed.
 


 “Let’s put the fire ingenairii just in front of their horses, then a line of archers, and put horses behind them as well,” Rubicon planned. “Nathaniel Moriah and I will be up front with the fire ingenairii to protect them. Everyone else should be on a horse in the rear, ready to ride when we say to go,” he looked at Alec as he said so.
 


 “That’s a good plan,” Alec said out loud. “Let’s all get ready.”
 


 Even as he spoke, his hand throbbed intensely, and a familiar keening sound echoed up the valley. “Oh Lord,” he said softly.
 


 “What is it Alec?” Bethany asked.
 


 “We need to go talk to Rief,” he said as he grabbed her hand and pulled her across the group.
 


 “Rief,” he blurted out. “Did you hear that sound, that scream?” he asked. “Could they have brought a sorceress capable of conjuring a demon to the Dominion?”
 


 “They could have sent a sorceress,” Rief agreed slowly. “But there isn’t always a scream. Sometimes they come in silently,” she shuddered. “The one you saved me from, it didn’t scream.”
 


 Alec sighed with regret as he realized she was right. And at that moment a large demon came rambling around the bend in the road and started to approach them, with a second, smaller creature behind it. “We have to flee!” Alec yelled. “Nathaniel, Moriah, Rubicon! Get the fire ingenairii on their horses. We don’t want to fight this battle.
 


 “Fall back!” he screamed again. He helped Bethany onto her horse, and mounted Walnut beside her.
 


 “You fought something like that?” she asked, fear showing in her widened eyes. “My God Alec, how did you survive?”
 


 “I just barely did. I’ve got scars that can’t be healed,” he told her. “Stay here. I’m going to go pull them back,” he gestured to where the front lines stood stupefied and unmoving at the sight of horrific entity that approached them. He directed Walnut to the front, standing between his troops and the dangerously close demon.
 


 “We have to move! Get going,” he shouted and swung his sword in front of the faces of the fire ingenairii. They responded by scrambling out of his way and climbing up on their horses, as did his Warrior companions at last.
 


 The rest of the Bondell forces had already withdrawn, and Alec’s last riders hurried to catch up with them. The group united, and turned to watch the demon which continued to walk towards them. “Let’s get away from here and set up camp for the night,” Alec suggested. “I want as much distance as possible between us and it.” The riders all started their horses in the direction of the setting sun, and left the monster far behind.
 


 “Have you faced one of the demons before?” Alec asked Rashrew as they rode.
 


 “Lord help us, no. We never saw anything like that. None of us would be here if we had,” he responded as Nathaniel and Moriah rode closer to hear what they said.
 


 “Rief, come here please,” Alec called. “What is that small thing”” he gestured. “Have they called two of them together?”
 


 “It’s like a demon, but it’s called an ‘imp’,” Rief told him. “They are not nearly so dangerous, but they can still do great harm and damage.”
 


 Alec digested that, then asked his next question. “Can a demon remain called indefinitely, or does it have to return to its origin soon?”
 


 “I never saw one in our world for more than a few minutes, but thankfully I haven’t seen many of them. The one you fought seemed to be here longer than any other I’d seen before?” she told him. “I’m sorry I don’t know more.”
 


 “You fought one of those things?” Moriah asked in a frightened voice.
 


 Alec dramatically removed his tunic, revealing the scars that vividly crossed his chest. “Even John Mark’s cave couldn’t completely heal the wounds it gave me. Rief and I are here by the slimmest of margins. And I beat it, but I don’t think I actually killed it.
 


 “I don’t want to ever have to fight one again. I only did it the first time to save Rief, and because I didn’t know what I was doing,” he paused. “I’m scared to learn that they are conjuring them here.”
 


 “They have to make sacrifices to call them, and to send them back,” Rief pointed out. “They won’t call demons at random.”
 


 “That’s our best hope. That and we’re going to have to try to kill all the sorcerers and sorceresses,” Alec agreed. “The ones dressed in black,” he explained.
 


 They rode on until after sunset. “Let’s set up camp,” Alec suggested. He dismounted and walked up the road with the other Warrior ingenairii. “One of us needs to be on sentry duty every hour of the night tonight.”
 


 “That thing really got to you, didn’t it?” Moriah asked, placing a hand on his arm.
 


 He shivered involuntarily. “Fighting something like that is worse than a nightmare. When I fought one before, I never felt like I was winning or in control; I was just trying to stay alive,” he told them. “And I know now that we’re going to have to do it. The four of us will have to take it on as a team, at the bridge if not before.”
 


 That night Alec had the third shift of watch duty, after Rubicon and before Nathaniel. When they arose the next morning, the squad of riders who had been with Rashrew and Imelda looked much better for a full night’s rest. They packed up the camp and waited for the front echelons of the Michian invaders to appear.
 


 “Thank goodness they don’t have a demon out this morning,” Rubicon observed.
 


 “If you see someone all dressed in black starting to perform some type of ceremony, by all means try to take them out with a long arrow or two or three or four,” Alec answered. “Rief was probably on to something; they don’t want to wear out their use of the demons.”
 


 “So we’re back to the old strategy at least temporarily – we’ll try to slow them down as much as we can and give our troops time to arrive and set up defenses,” Nathaniel suggested. The others agreed, and over the next two days they successfully pursued just such a strategy, aided by the fact that the Michian forces had few horses left and could no longer match the small cavalry forces that Alec’s group threw at their front and flanks.
 


 In the middle of the morning of the third day, a low noise was audible behind them, and an hour after they heard it, Alec could make out the approach of a unit of his own infantry, the Oyster Bay Nineteenth Battalion, a group of fighters who had accompanied Alec on the way to the lacertii war. They reported that other units from Oyster Bay and Stronghold were beginning to arrive at the bridge crossing.
 


 “The longer we can delay this invasion, the more time we’ll have to collect forces for the defense,” Rubicon restated the point they all understood.
 


 The visible arrival of the new soldiers acted as a goad to the invaders, and that afternoon the Michian forces spread out in a wide formation for attack and approached the defenders using the steady march of an army that was full of seasoned warriors. Alec, Nathaniel, Moriah and Rubicon spread themselves out across a thin front of Nineteenth Battalion infantrymen, with fire ingenairii at the ends of the lines, and accepted the challenge to do battle.
 


 The fire ingenairii used their energies to make flames erupt on the outer limits of the battlefield, concentrating the Michian forces into the center as they came within range of the Bondell archers, who were lined up behind the Nineteenth infantry. There were too few archers to send damaging numbers of arrows into the packed Michian troops. Seconds later the invaders’ archers began firing back, and aimed at the fire ingenairii. One ingenairii on the left flank near Alec was immediately hit and went down, causing Alec to rush over to try to heal the man he hardly knew, but the arrow in his chest had already killed him. Rising from his crouch, Alec dodged another arrow, and then began using his sword to block arrows falling around the remaining fire ingenaire.
 


 “Fall back,” Alec told the man, who was too busy dodging arrows to effectively use his powers. The Michian forces came crashing into the Oyster Bay line a minute later, and Alec raced back to support his portion of the front line, while Michian hurried soldiers to occupy the location he had just left. Seeing that the Oyster Bay forces were in danger of being flanked, Alec ran back to the edge of the battle to anchor the end of the line and keep the invaders from getting around the corner and behind the defenders.
 


 Within five minutes it was evident that the defense could not stand the pressure, and only the presence of the warrior ingenairii was preventing the battle from turning into a rout. A messenger came racing over to Alec. “Rubicon says to fall back. Let the infantry disengage while you protect them.”
 


 Alec acknowledged the order and stepped forward. He realized that they were in a difficult situation now. Half the squad around him fell back, while the rest stayed with him, giving ground step by step and squeezing closer to one another for mutual support. Looking down the line, Alec could see the same thing happening in the rest of the defenses.
 


 “We’ve got to do something to distract the invaders,” Alec shouted to his small contingent. He saw the grim nods of agreement. “See that flag?” he pointed into the Michian forces, where a golden flag with a double-head eagle waved in the gentle breeze, standing lightly attended on a small knoll beside the battleground. “We’re going to go capture it and bring it back.
 


 “They won’t like that; it will infuriate them and break their concentration, so the rest of our folks can retreat,” he grinned. “Now, let’s go!” he shouted, and engaged his powers to his fullest extent. Shouting like a banshee, he cut down all the opponents in the immediate area and began to cut a path towards the lightly protected imperial standard. He and his followers made easy progress for the first two hundred yards, but as the direction of their path became clear, shouts of alarm began to arise among the invaders, and forces diverted from other objectives to try to race to the defense of their symbol.
 


 Alec heard one of his followers fall in battle behind him, but he continued to lead the charge towards the flag. His plan was working he could tell, as he heard more forces giving chase and he turned to see Moriah’s unit begin to successfully fall back.
 


 “We’re going to do it!” Alec shouted as they approached the thin circle of defenders who were around the flag staff. He began to look for an escape route, and saw a small swale that led towards the northwest away from the flag’s home on the knoll. Racing up, Alec slew the soldiers who had been assigned to the standard and chopped the flagstaff with his sword. Picking up the standard, he waved it over his head. “Micah, take this off the pole and wrap it around your body, while we start to escape that way,” he pointed along the swale.
 


 His men began to run as he stayed in the rear to defend them. His powers were strained to the limit of his abilities to control them, and he let his energies decline slightly, knowing that they would be tested for some time to come. He looked and saw what seemed to be the entire Michian vanguard leaving the battlefront to turn and chase his small force. Alec began to descend from the top of the small hill, glancing once to see that the rest of the Bondell and Oyster Bay forces were successfully withdrawing.
 


 New Michian soldiers arrived on top of the hill as Alec fled downward, and stood motionlessly as the Nineteenth soldiers fled. A shout moments later shook the invaders out of their daze, and a rain of arrows began to fly towards the departing flag thieves. One man fell with an arrow in his thigh. Without time to treat the man properly, Alec slung the man over his shoulder and carried him forward to the rest of the squad. “You two carry him, and trade him off,” Alec ordered as he relieved himself of the load and turned to block some of the furthest flying arrows.
 


 “Where do we go?” one man asked.
 


 “Alec turned to look, and saw that the swale entered a forest. “Get in among the trees and keep following the swale,” he shouted, then felt a blow to his foot and saw that an arrow had penetrated his boot and pierced his foot.
 


 He gritted his teeth and kept moving, pressing the men out of range of the arrows and into the woods, where he dropped his warrior energies and called a halt to the retreat. “Let me see the injured man,” he said, and hobbled over to where the man lay on his stomach, “This will hurt, he warned, then pulled out a knife and cut the arrowhead loose before he applied his healing powers and healed the wounded leg.
 


 “Thank you sir,” the soldier said, rolling over in wonder and flexing his leg.
 


 “You’re welcome,” Alec grunted as he used the knife to slice his boot open. “I’m going to miss that boot,” he cavalierly said, drawing chuckles. He applied his knife to his own shallow wound and removed the arrow, hissing in pain, then healed himself.
 


 He looked up to try to find the sun and orient himself, but the overhead trees blocked his efforts. “We need to go west, then south,” he said, to more nods of agreement. “I’m going to be a little slow with just one boot. Who wants to lead?”
 


 A hand shot up, and several faces turned towards him with looks of approval.
 


 “Alright, lead on,” Alec told him, and the group moved in single file through the forest.
 


 For the rest of the day they walked at a rapid pace, moving around hills and through more forests, until the hour before sunset, when they finished their wide, circular detour and rejoined the main western road. No forces were in evidence from either side, but tracks in the dust provided evidence that the rest of the defenders had already passed through. Exhausted and hungry, the small squad picked up the pace to try to catch their friends.
 


 An hour later they heard shouts in the forest beside the road, and saw scouts come out of the forest to greet them. Ten minutes later they were back among the main body of their companions, as the whole body of troops headed towards a camp site for the evening.
 

 


 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 49 – Taking a Last Stand
 

 


 


 “Alec! When are you going to stop being a hero?” Bethany asked him with exasperation as they separated from a long hug and kiss.
 


 “Now that wasn’t really heroism,” Alec protested. “We just did what we had to do to help everyone else disengage. The empire forces were stupid and left their flag virtually unguarded, so we just waltzed up there and then ran into the woods, and here we are!”
 


 “Alec we talked about this all day while we were riding. Imelda and Nathaniel and Rubicon all said that the crown protector shouldn’t ever place himself in danger, but that you do it over and over and over! And they don’t even know that you’re the true heir to the throne!” she told him.
 


 Imelda’s head whipped around to look back at them.
 


 “Sshhhh,” Alec hissed urgently. He looked forward, and saw Imelda’s horse dropping back to join them.
 


 “What did I just hear? Did you say what I think you said?” she asked, looking at Bethany.
 


 “Imelda, would you want to be locked up in a palace forever?” Alec asked in tones that were anguished. “Would you want to have every day scheduled, every friend a false courtier, every move watched and judged by a roomful of people? I know that you wouldn’t.
 


 “That’s what life is going to be like for whoever is the next king,” he continued. “It’s not something I want to think about. I don’t know that I want to suffer through it for all the days of my life.
 


 “Whatever you may think you just heard, I’m sure it wasn’t what you thought. Was it?” he asked in a low, whispered voice.
 


 Imelda looked at him, and looked at Bethany. “I suppose my ears deceived me,” she agreed. “But on a lighter note,” she continued, “while you were larking around the countryside, Bethany and I had a wonderful opportunity to chat.”
 


 Alec felt such relief at Imelda’s implied consent to hide his role as heir that he didn’t mind, at first.
 


 She reached over to his tunic and pulled his sleeve up to his shoulder, examining the sword tattoo. “Bethany, among others, told such amusing stories about this tattoo,” Imelda said. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen it before. It’s quite a piece of artwork; and to think, it could have been a barmaid’s name!” she laughed at Alec’s discomfort, then pulled her horse forward, away from Alec and Bethany.
 


 “She won’t tell anyone Alec,” Bethany assured him.
 


 “I know,” Alec acknowledged.
 


 “Just think, another day or two of this and we’ll be back to the bridge and safe among allies,” Alec said to assure her.
 


 They talked on as they rode, until Rubicon called a halt and ordered the setting up of camp. All the ingenairii again took turns at guard duty during the night, and the next day the group ate breakfast and sent the infantry towards the rear, while the mounted riders waited for the first approach of the Michian forces. Alec had an air ingenaire stationed to give an extra breezy boost to their arrows, and the four ingenairii began hitting the restocked horses of the invaders when they were still a quarter of a mile away. The Michian commander sent foot soldiers towards the defenders on the run, and eventually the cavalry forces had to begin to back up, but only when they sensed soldiers using the cover of trees on the right side of the road to sneak closer.
 


 That afternoon they repeated the exercise, slowing the invasion down again before they fell back.
 


 “We’ll reach the bridge tomorrow afternoon at this rate,” Rashrew told them.
 


 “Hopefully we’ll have forces gathered there, in numbers to allow us to defend it properly,” Nathaniel repeated the thought on everyone’s mind.
 


 “We’ll know tomorrow,” Moriah assured him, holding his hand and placing her head on his shoulder as they sat on the ground near the fire.
 


 The next morning they slowed the invaders down one more time, then pulled away from engagement, and came to the slopes that led to the Ravinia River. When they came over the rise before the descent to the bridge, they saw hundreds of men spread out in positions on both sides of the river, and Rubicon gave a great whoop of elation. They were home and feeling safe; every one of them felt good knowing that their efforts had created enough delay to allow an army to arrive at the bridge – everyone except Alec.
 


 The arrival of the delaying squad raised the spirits of all the forces that had gathered at the Ravinia bridge and established their defenses. All had come because of Alec’s callout for support, and his presence gave them encouragement and relief. Oyster Bay and Stronghold had men and horses present, with smaller forces from Frame and Sturgeon, and all that Bondell had left to offer. Alec longed for the arrival of the Goldenfields army as well. Their added numbers, along with the other forces still trickling in, would give him numbers equal to or greater than the invasion force.
 


 Although he didn’t know it, Alec already had forces almost equal to the Michian invaders. The long, hostile road to get to the bridge had sapped away more than ten percent of the Michian army, and the Empire’s commander was running short on supplies. He didn’t know why the restorers had stopped bringing goods to him, but he knew that the original plans had called for him to rapidly and easily march out of the mountains and to the seashore, where he would be able to launch his invasion along the coast and be able to ship men out from South Harbor. Now he needed to get out of the mountains not just to move his conquest forward, but simply to try to find a supply of food and material for his soldiers. 

 


 His first look over the crest at the defenses around the bridge told him that he would have to resort to his worst weapon, one that he disliked using but knew was the only way he could win his way across the bridge. He called his sorcerer and sorceress to his tent, and instructed them to raise two demons the following morning to breach the defenses on this side and to cross to the other side of the bridge.
 


 The appearance of a demon was what Alec feared and expected. During his first night among the huge encampment, he had dreamed that John Mark had visited him
 


 “Your greatest challenge is coming, Alec,” the saint had warned. “When the time comes, you will know what to do. The Lord has prepared you as I did not imagine, and I hope that someday you will recognize the tremendous blessing you have received, that He trusts you with such a difficult task.”
 


 In his dream, Alec had wept upon hearing that a greater challenge was coming, and he knew that it could only mean facing another demon.
 


 When he awoke in the morning, he went to a chaplain and knelt for a long time in prayer. As he sat and ate breakfast soon thereafter, his left hand began to throb again with pain. He peeled off his glove and observed again the wounded palm, still raw to look at.
 


 There was movement on the far side of the bridge, where the front lines faced the Michian forces, and Alec knew it was time to head to his fate. He drew Bethany aside to talk. “I had a dream last night,” he told her. “John Mark told me that a difficult task is at hand.
 


 “I want you to know that I love you and will always. Whatever it takes, or however long it takes, I will come back to you,” he told her, as she fearfully studied his pale face.
 


 “Alec, you’re frightening me,” she said. “You don’t have to do anything else now. You’ve got a whole army that you brought here to fight this war.”
 


 “It’s not the war,” Alec countered, as she knew he would. “It’s the demon. I’ll have to be out there with the others to fight it. No one else has fought one before.
 


 “It’s terrifying,” he whispered, looking inward.
 


 “We can’t let it just rampage through our army. It’ll slaughter so many and destroy so much if we don’t do something,” he said. “The battle and the war will be lost unless we beat it here.”
 


 There was the sound of disturbance out in front of the battle line, and Alec knew he had to go. “I have a premonition that we’ll be separated for a while,” he told her. He heard a familiar whistle, and saw Rubicon looking in his direction.
 


 He hugged her more tightly, and said softly, “I love you,” then released her and stepped away.
 


 “And you know I love you too, Alec,” she replied as their hands parted.
 


 “See how nice it is when your beloved replies,” she smiled while tears brimmed in her eyes. “I’ll expect you back soon!”
 


 Alec smiled, then waved his fingers as he began to walk backwards towards Rubicon, one of the most difficult steps he had ever taken. Moments later he turned his back towards Bethany and took a deep breath as he faced and moved towards Rubicon. Nathaniel and Moriah were waiting with him. “Let’s go take care of this problem,” Alec said with false casualness. “I’ve fought one of these before by myself.”
 


 “And didn’t you say it was worse than a nightmare?” Nathaniel asked.
 


 Alec ignored his question. “Rief! Rief!” he shouted loudly as they walked towards the bridge.
 


 His friend and Rander came running to see him. “What is it Tarnum?” she asked with a serious look on her face.
 


 “Would you come out towards the battleground with us, to heal anyone who is injured during the battle?” he asked. “You’ve been close to a demon before, so I know you won’t freeze when you see this thing.”
 


 “Are you sure about that?” she asked.
 


 “Alec, you can’t ask her to go out near a combat with something like that!” Rander said simultaneously.
 


 “I’ve been close to a demon before,” Rief said, placing a calming hand on Rander’s forearm. “Tarnum’s probably the only one who’s been closer than me and lived to tell.
 


 “I don’t want to get that close again, but I will do whatever you want,” she told Alec, looking steadily into his eyes.
 


 “You will be as safe as I can ensure,” Alec pledged. “Rander, you can come to safeguard her as well, as long as you stay away from the confrontation,” he said as he started to walk onto the bridge and across it.
 


 A groan and a scream and a wailing shriek all mixed together and emitted from an unearthly throat sounded ahead of them. “It’s here,” Alec said. “The time has arrived!” and he broke into a full sprint, enhanced by his warrior powers so that he appeared as a streak to the observers who watched him lead his band towards a battle of death.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 50 – The Demon’s Attack
 

 


 


 Alec slowed down to pass through the front ranks of Oyster Bay forces lined up facing an open slope. At the top of the slope were the forces of the invaders, and in the wide opening between the two armies was a monstrous entity. The hideous face contracted into what may have been a snarl as it saw the small figure of Alec standing alone on the ground in front of it, a snarl that repeated as three more figures arrived and spread in a line with him. Slightly behind crouched the smaller figure of the imp.
 


 “It’s fast, incredibly fast,” Alec warned. “We’ll spread out and try to surround it, so that whoever is in a blind spot can try to harm it.” He slipped off the backpack he still wore, the leather bag that had travelled across the entire Dominion with him, and placed it on the ground. He turned and saw Rief and Rander standing behind him at a safe distance.
 


 Alec moved in front and then around to the right, drawing the monster’s attention, and then drawing a sudden strike towards him. The speed was greater than he had expected, and he barely moved away from the spot where the claws of the demon scored the turf.
 


 Just as suddenly, the monster whirled completely around and struck towards Nathaniel, who had started to maneuver towards a spot for an attack on the monstrous back. Instead, he had to fling his sword up to block a swinging paw, and then another from the opposite direction.
 


 Rubicon pulled a dagger from his belt and threw it with precision at the head of the monster, but it ducked beneath the flying blade, which went soaring into the grass far past it. The distraction worked though to at least give Nathaniel enough space to pull back out of range.
 


 Alec engaged his abilities at the greatest level possible, then darted at the demon and sliced his sword with all his strength at its hamstring. The blade entered and sliced through the hard, unyielding flesh, and the metal became seized by the heavy muscles as they contracted around the edge. Pulling with all his might, Alec pulled the blade away from the back of the leg and instinctively rolled to the rear as the monster screamed in pain and whirled towards him, but partially collapsed as it tried to pivot on the weakened leg.
 


 Its movement was impaired by his attack. He felt good about that; he had managed to slow it down, so that now it couldn’t easily move to face an attacker or attack one of the ingenairii. Whether they could kill it was unknown, but now at least the battle would be closer to even.
 


 Moriah engaged it for the first time, nimbly jumping in and out of its range, poking at the demon with her sword. Though she seldom made contact, she was managing to keep its attention without suffering harm. Alec edged around its left side, keeping it distracted, as he passed by Rubicon and ran into the grass, where he picked up the dagger that had been previously thrown.
 


 He returned, and started the same effective tactic he had used against the demon he had faced in Michian. As the horrible visage faced Moriah, Alec threw Rubicon’s dagger at its left eye, and then a split-second later threw his own dagger at its right eye.
 


 Just as had happened in Michian, it knocked away the first dagger, but was vulnerable to the second, which landed squarely in the large orb. The creature lashed out in pain, and whirled unexpectedly, its claws raking across Rubicon’s legs and torso, despite his efforts to avoid it.
 


 Rubicon screamed in pain, and the demon faced towards him, its back to Alec. As it removed the dagger and threw it aside, it reached for Rubicon, only to receive a hard hack from Moriah, who sprinted over to protect her mentor. Alec simultaneously ran and jumped on its back, then proceeded to stab his sword into the flesh of his opponent.
 


 The demon whirled quickly while reaching up behind itself, and brushed a glancing blow across Alec’s scalp. He was torn loose from his perch on the creature and knocked several feet away, as blood began to flow into his eyes from the scalp wound. Alec saw the creature starting to move towards him. Despite the damage they had inflicted, it was still moving fast. Any other opponent would have been defeated by four ingenairii long ago, Alec thought soberly, and he realized again how lucky he was to have survived his encounter in Michian.
 


 Nathaniel stepped in front of Alec as he arose from the ground, and his friend swung his sword in a blurring shield to block the demon from reaching Alec. 

 


 “Thank you,” Alec gasped as he took a position near Nathaniel. “You go tell Moriah to drag Rubicon over to Rief for healing, and I’ll lure the demon away from you in the meantime.
 


 “And tell our archers,” he added, “tell them to aim at the sorcerers in black, so we don’t have more demons in the future. Use the air ingenairii to help boost the arrows’ flight.”
 


 Nathaniel looked past the monster at Moriah, and nodded his head. “I’ll be right back,” he pledged.
 


 “I hope so!” Alec said with a slight grin, and darted in towards the demon to draw its attention, as Nathaniel slipped around its side towards Moriah. Alec skipped backwards as the monster furiously assailed him with a rain of blows that he successfully blocked, and he slowly drew it into a different part of the open grassland between the two armies. All eyes were on the melee, and no soldiers from either side attempted any other action.
 


 A quick glance showed Alec that Moriah was dragging Rubicon towards the frontline help leaving a frightening trail of dark blood stains behind, while Nathaniel was running back towards the battle with the demon. To his horror, Alec realized that the demon’s right eye was healing, and the creature was overcoming the multiple wounds that had been inflicted on it over the course of the running battle.
 



We can get healed, but it can heal itself too, he realized. The only strategy that would be effective would be to inflict massive wounds on it in a sudden deluge, before it had time to repair itself.
 


 Unaware that the right eye of the monster was useful again, Nathaniel came around its right side, at which point the demon suddenly kicked out a leg that hit Nathaniel’s chest hard and flung him twenty feet away. Then, it launched another attack at Alec than caused him to stumble and fall backward. He maintained his momentum with a further roll to try to gain space, but the demon came charging at him.
 


 Alec drew in a deep breath as he saw how close the demon was, but a sudden water puddle developed in front of it and the demon slipped in the mud, falling forward towards Alec. He crouched and jumped as high as he could, clearing the length of the demon, and swiping his sword below him as he passed over, opening a slice down its backbone that caused it to writhe in pain.
 


 Alec landed hard and rolled three times before he could rise again. Moriah was running towards him, and the demon was still down, as was Nathaniel.
 


 “Moriah, take Nathaniel back to Rief and Bethany, and tell Bethany thank you for that puddle!” he instructed her as she arrived.
 


 “No Alec, you take him back and catch your breath,” she countered. “You must be exhausted. You’ve been fighting the whole time. I’m rested.”
 


 “We don’t have time to argue,” Alec said urgently. “You’ve got a baby back there, and I’m not going to leave you out here to fight the demon alone!”
 


 “Let’s both take him back and see if we can get there before the demon rises and starts up again,” Moriah suggested a compromise, grabbing his arm and dragging Alec over to Nathaniel. He picked his companion up and began backing away from the demon, as Moriah escorted him. He hated to give up the ground they had gained; up to that point, they had lured the monster far from the lines of their own army, providing safety to all.
 


 Alec’s last attack must have been effective, as the demon struggled to roll over slowly. But by the time Alec was more than halfway to Rief and Bethany, it was standing and starting to slowly stalk towards them.
 


 “I love you,” Alec told Bethany as he lowered Nathaniel next to Rubicon. “Thank you for saving me. Will he be okay?” he asked with a motion towards Rubicon.
 


 “I can’t promise anything,” she answered as she and Rief both knelt over Nathaniel. “Be careful out there Alec. Don’t take any chances,” she said in a low voice.
 


 “I love you,” he repeated without acknowledging her advice and he stood up. “Tell the archers to pick off the sorcerers in black,” he repeated his most urgent concern.
 


 The demon was picking up speed as it healed and approached, and now the imp was following closely behind, apparently intending to join the fray. Alec and Moriah were the only two warrior ingenairii left in battle condition, and he realized it was only a matter of time until one of them went down as well. Alec jogged away from the medics and picked up his knapsack that he had abandoned before the start of the battle. He grabbed an item out of it and stuffed it in his pocket, then ran out to fight the demon further. Moriah, he saw, had headed directly towards it, and was going to engage it first. She stood between the demon and the close-by forces of Oyster Bay and Stronghold, as Alec remotely noted the approach of new flags from Goldenfields on the far side of the bridge.
 


 The monster struck at Moriah and she dodged left, but it hooked a paw out that intercepted her flight pattern, and Alec saw with fear that its claws had punctured her right side chest.
 



Those wounds would be deadly, he thought with horror, and he screamed at the demon as he ran all-out to reach it before it could further assault Moriah. He launched himself in the air and stabbed it in the foot as he landed and rolled behind the demon, causing it to scream and whirl with incredible speed, lashing out and raking his leg as he moved out of its range.
 


 He tried to stand, and found that the wounds to his leg were as damaging as they felt. Rubicon was in bad shape, Nathaniel was injured, and Moriah lay on the ground. He was not going to last much longer. There would be no further warrior ingenaire to keep the demon at bay, after which it would wreak havoc among the mortal soldiers of his army, and clear the path for the Michian invaders to seize control of the bridge. There were no alternatives left for him to use to win this battle, he could tell. Pulling John Mark’s last jar from his pocket, he broke the seal of the container he had carried so far, and sprinkled the dust in a wide circle around him. He then stripped the glove off his left hand, relieving the pain he felt, and revealing the stigmata he had suffered when he had touched the body of Christ.
 


 The demon was staring at him, apparently trying to decide whether to go after the injured Moriah or the injured Alec; the imp though had decided to test Alec. He waved his sword in a challenging invitation, urging the demon to come to him too, so that the healers would be able to take care of Moriah.
 


 The imp darted at Alec’s feet, and he slashed at it, then landed a kick that sent it flying several feet away. He saw the demon take exception to his treatment of its companion, and it started to run towards him. With every ounce of self-control he possessed, Alec willed himself to stand still, full of terror and fear over what he was about to attempt to do – he feared both success and failure equally.
 


 As the demon arrived the imp too stood and jumped towards him. Alec poked his sword point into his stigmata, bringing searing pain and a fresh flow of blood, then he crouched low and swung his sword in protection as the demon attacked. At the same time the imp landed on his back and began to close its hands around his throat.
 



He coughed as his air was cut off, but he focused on the large demon’s attack, and as one of the scaly limbs passed over him, he sliced it with his sword and thrust his bloody left hand into the bloody cut.
 


 The result was as bad as he had feared success would be. The overwhelming Spiritual power of his wounded hand blasted open a connection between his consciousness and that of the demon. He felt and thought the demon’s thoughts. They were full of hellish hatred and cunning ingenuity that desired corruption, death, pain. There was nothing good in the world. He sensed an allegiance to an entity of evil so profound his soul began to wither at the very concept. And he could feel a second connection to the malevolent imp. The two satanic creatures were sharing their pain and loathing, and now they were jointly beginning to tear through his mind.
 


 Physically, his hand began to grow into the demon’s flesh, and he felt his body absorbing the entity of the demon, which sought to live in a natural, permanent body on earth. The demon’s monstrous body bowed over and lay prostrate, losing its motive as the demon abandoned it to possess Alec.
 


 He was becoming absorbed by it, as he thought its thoughts of triumph. There was barely enough of his independent soul left to complete the step he had planned. “Help me, John Mark,” he croaked.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Chapter 51 – The Demon Plunges
 

 


 


 Alec arrived in John Mark’s cave, and found himself where he had hoped and prayed. The demon within him was screaming with pain at the sudden exposure to sacred ground. Alec battled to retain control of their mutual body for a few seconds longer, and likewise screamed in pain, both physically and spiritually, while the imp which was physically present in the cave with him, was also suffering from being present in such a holy place; it removed its hands from Alec’s neck to hug itself tightly as it wailed, and Alec felt it disconnect from his soul.
 


 They were in the underground tomb, where an open sarcophagus lay within a niche in the stone wall. The lid was off, leaning against the side of the stone container. Alec lunged towards the coffin, despite the weight of the imp on his back and the pain of the battle the demon was waging within him, simultaneously offering rich rewards for cooperation and eternal damnation if Alec did not comply.
 


 Alec started to fall, unable to withstand the strain of the battle, but he flung his left hand into the coffin, and into contact with the holy body of the Christ. His soul was beginning to fall apart, dissolving in the heat and pressure and awful adverse conditions of the demon’s presence.
 


 As Alec’s hand reached the Christ, a sacred spark sizzled between their two human bodies possessed by non-human powers, and the demon was sucked from Alec’s body, then dragged down through Christ into the depths of Hell. As it went, hating the maneuver that was depriving it of plundering earth, it reached out and laid its hooks into Alec, pulling him down with it, while the imp jumped off his back screeching in horror and bouncing against all the walls of the cave that was a holy torture chamber for its evil intentions.
 


 He felt the demon’s disgust and pain as it returned to its home, so far from the world it had planned to ravage. Alec endured that pain himself as his soul felt the isolation from God that existed in Hell, knowing that for all of eternity now he would feel the horrific lack of grace, and the pain of separation from God.
 


 His endless fall was suddenly interrupted as a bright rope appeared and wrapped itself around him, pulling him free. He knew that Christ had reached down to rescue him, as the deity’s omnipotent abilities reached even into the heart of where his adversary was strongest, to reclaim Alec’s ravaged soul.
 


 Alec had an image of himself climbing a cross up out of a fiery chasm. He reached the top, and looked up to see a smile and a hand extended in assistance at the end of his escape. Grabbing the hand, he let it lift him to a peaceful landing in a verdant pasture, where he said a prayer of thanks and re-emerged into consciousness in the Cave once again. The imp stared at him as he reappeared, then it dove at him and sank its claws into his shoulders, full of fury over his gambit. Alec desperately reached for his last thread of warrior powers as he felt the imp begin to re-enter his soul. With a weak hold on his powers, he grasped the imp and tore it from his flesh, then ran out of the small crypt and hurdled the imp into the vast dark cavern outside. He heard it wail, then there was a flash and a bang, and the imp disappeared. Alec stared in wonder for a moment, then passed out in pain and exhaustion.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Epilogue - Bondell
 

 


 


 Forces from both sides of the battleground stared in astonishment as Alec and the demons disappeared, and wails of anguish went up from both armies at the apparent loss of their champions. Nathaniel and Moriah rose back up to receive healing, and charged into the battle against the Michian forces, leading the allied Dominion armies on the offensive.
 


 By nightfall the Dominion forces, bolstered by the arrival of the Goldenfields army and cavalry, had pressed the invaders back away from the bridge, and set them on the retreat back into the mountains they had fought to escape. Rander called together all the allied leaders together in his tent for a meeting that began long after nightfall.
 


 “We have them on the run, and there’s no good place they can set up a defensive position for at least another five miles beyond where they are,” Nathaniel reported. “Does anyone know if there’s a route we can use to send a force around behind them and set up an ambush?” he looked at the ranking Bondell officer.
 


 “There is a parallel valley north of the road that you could enter on this end, although it will be rough re-crossing the ridge to get back to the road,” Major Fantas of Bondell responded, looking at Rashrew for a nod of confirmation. “We can have men ready to lead your troops in the morning.” Discussions about injuries, availability of soldiers, and supplies continued for another hour, and then all were dismissed to return to re-organize their own forces for the next day’s battle.
 


 As the tent emptied out, Rander stood wearily in the front of the empty tables, and saw Bethany and Rief sitting together in the back. “I’m so sorry about Alec,” Rander told Bethany. “Whatever he did was incredibly brave. He was a hero. If he hadn’t defeated those demons, we would have lost control of the battlefield today.”
 


 “He isn’t dead,” Bethany said simply. “It may be a while, but we’ll see him again, won’t we Rief?” she asked.
 


 Rief nodded in agreement. “We both know what he did. He took the demons back to John Mark’s cave,” Rief confirmed. “And I can’t imagine that our saint will take too kindly to having such unpleasant guests!” she added.
 


 “He promised me that we’d be together again, and he said he had a premonition it might be awhile,” Bethany told Rander. “So it looks like you’ll have to be the steward of the throne at Oyster Bay for a little while longer,” she smiled.
 


 Though Rander doubted anyone, even Alec, could have survived the type of assault he had watched the demon mount against Alec before their disappearance, he refrained from saying anything further; he had real issues to address for the moment, as questions had already risen about who was in charge of the war and the Dominion. He knew he would have time to mourn Alec later. 

 


 “We all better get some sleep,” he said, as he held out his hand to Rief. “Can we walk you to your tent?” he asked Bethany, and together the three of them left the command tent to find rest and a reprieve from the Dominion’s victorious battle.
 


 “I’ll agree to remain as Steward if you’ll assume the throne as Queen while we wait for Alec to return,” he said.
 



 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 

 


 


Epilogue – Pale Mountains
 

 


 


 Alec opened his eyes. He was looking out at a bright morning on an early spring day. He saw trees off in the distance, their limbs covered with buds just opening into leaves. He sat up abruptly, and realized that he was in the upper chamber of the Cave of John Mark, gazing out the window that looked over the Pale Mountains.
 


 His body felt stiff and sore, and his leg still suffered some residual pain from the demon-inflicted injuries. His mind too, was scarred by the contact with the demonic forces, though calmed by the soul-saving salvation he had received, allowing him to escape from Hell.
 


 “Welcome back, my son,” he heard, and he turned to see John Mark standing by the open doorway.
 


 “What has happened?” Alec asked.
 


 “You have scored a great victory. You have given your Lord great pride and hope and joy,” John Mark said. “You accepted the burden and carried a demon back to perdition, from whence it will no longer trouble your world.
 


 “The Michian forces are being forced into retreat by the army you assembled, and now your kingdom awaits you. Are you ready to float down the river again?”
 

 

 



 
 

 




 



Coming in the sixth volume of the Ingenairii Cycle, the conclusion to the story…



 
 


Alec was leading Givens, Danel and another man through the back halls of the palace. They were clad in the gray uniforms with gold trim that were the sign of members of the imperial guard. Alec had led his three companions to a back entrance to the palace, where they had overpowered the guards at a gate and taken their uniforms, then acquired more uniforms along the way. They had visited the armory, where Alec had acquired two bandoliers of throwing knives.

 “The sleeping rooms are this way,” Alec indicated, as they turned a corner. A pair of guards was stationed at an approaching intersecting hall.

 “What brings you here?” they challenged Alec’s crew.

 “We were told to provide escort service for someone,” Alec artfully dissembled.

 “You’re too late for that!” the second guard spoke. “What have you been doing? The emperor’s niece and her retinue left fifteen minutes ago.”

 “Thank you,” Alec said, slightly flustered by the unexpected movement of the imperial niece. “We’ll try to catch up.”

 “The only thing you’ll catch is twenty lashes, is my guess,” the first guard said. “Take the first turn on the right and you might reach them before they get outside for the ceremony,” he suggested, without much apparent hope they would succeed.

 “We’ll go right now,” Alec said, and thanked the guards, then led the other three men out of sight.

 “What now?” Danel asked.

 “We’ll see what we can salvage,” Alec said. “Follow me.” He proceeded to begin weaving through halls and rooms and even a kitchen, giving no one time to ask him any questions. They entered the arrival hall, the large ceremonial space inside the main doors of the palace, and saw that the imperial procession had just left through the doors, and was already in the plaza.

 “We can make this work,” Alec turned and spoke over his shoulder. He felt his pulse pumping with excitement as he saw a way to achieve this great victory. “Givens, you and your squad stay here. I’ll run out and begin an attack on the guards out there. When it looks bad for the imperial niece, you run out, rescue her, and take her back to the palace armory, and wait for me to catch up with you.

 “Stay low, stay out of trouble,” he laughingly told his companions.

 “And then we’ll be able to use the niece as a hostage to end the war? You really believe that?” Givens asked.

 “It will work like clockwork,” Alec guaranteed. He knew his plan could work. Lewis and the other Dominion forces were waiting on roof tops with bows and arrows, ready to shoot at the sorcerers, according to the original plan, which had expected Alec and the others to be the escorts for the niece in the first place.

 “Watch this,” he said, as he pulled out four knives, two trapped between the fingers of each hand. He took a deep breath, engaged his warrior powers once again, and ran out into the plaza.


Alec’s eyes took in the scene at a glance and he let the four knives fly with swift small motions and reached for four more, even as he realized that the situation was not what he had expected. It was worse, much worse than he had imagined it could be.


The imperial niece stood near the far end of the plaza, surrounded now by both living and dead guards, his flung daggers having ended several lives. Alec was confident that he would be able to reach her or shepherd her back to the waiting arms of Givens if needed. Alec had expected to find sorcerers present as well, as the comment from the cathedral had hinted. He had not expected to find the sorcerers already finishing their spells to summon demons, nor to find them so heavily guarded and well protected. Even as screams erupted from the sudden death sown among the niece’s guards, Alec felt a demon beginning to materialize. His spiritual powers, now in a fuller state than he had ever possessed in any previous battle with demons, were painfully able to detect the arrival of the personified malignity.


Alec let his next set of knives fly, killing the rest of the guards around the niece, and he prepared to throw more at the guards around the sorceress whose demon was now present. Before he could release those knives though, he felt the arrival of another demon on the opposite side of the plaza square. He spun around, briefly glimpsing the screaming imperial niece, now all alone, surrounded by a flower-like pattern of bodies spread about her on all sides. She was a young girl, he thought for a moment, then realized that she was probably only slightly younger than his body suggested he was. She was small and thin, truly petite, and had blond hair in a braid piled on top of her head.

 “Jeswyne! Run! Run, your highness,” a voice shouted. A whispering noise caught Alec’s attention, and he realized it was the silent, deathly sound of arrow fletchings whirling through the air. Another noise made him whirl, and he saw that the two demons were charging towards him.


Alec pulled out knives to throw, and felt the arrival of a third demon in the plaza. He was vaguely aware of chaos and screams, as bystanders and others in the plaza and nearby streets began to run and shout and flee in panic.


There were more arrows flying, and Alec prayed they might find their marks. He released all four of his knives in the direction of one demon, somersaulted and came up throwing four more at the second demon, pulled his swords loose, and twirled around to begin to assault the first demon, who he hoped was blinded in one eye by now.


The third demon was unexpected in his path, and swiped an incredibly fast paw at Alec, one claw ripping the shoulder of his robe and another claw painfully slicing the tip of his ear. Alec slid on the ground beneath it, reaching up with his swords and slicing deeply into its thighs as he passed below it.


He found himself on the blind side of the first demon, while the second demon was unscathed by his knives somehow. Alec stabbed his sword into the blindside ribs of the demon, then jumped and used his momentum to swing himself up and across its back, pulling his sword free, and swiping the other sword in an arch as he rolled across the demon’s back and to freedom on the other side. His sword swing cut the unharmed eye of that monster, and suddenly one demon was completely blinded and screaming unimaginably loudly in pain and anger, though a lucky swing by the demon had laid open Alec’s back as he flew away, cutting so deeply as to expose part of a rib, making Alec whimper momentarily. The things were huge and vicious and fast, and Alec knew he was in grave trouble. He was aligned with all three demons in front of him for the moment, and he took a moment to feel the painful tip of his ear. He dropped his warrior power, engaged his healing power, and found that the tip of his ear had been sliced completely off. Had the claw reached another inch closer, it would have torn his skull. He brushed his hand across the top of his back, reducing pain there as well.


One demon in his field of vision flickered and grew smaller, a welcome sign that Lewis’s archers had hit one target. That demon was the second demon, the one he hadn’t harmed yet. The third demon, despite the horrible wounds to its legs, was now circling around Alec, while the blinded first demon was lashing out unpredictably in all directions, trying to randomly inflict damage.


And Jeswyne, the imperial niece was running in blind panic, not towards the palace gates as Alec had expected, but directly towards the demons, where death awaited her.


Alec dropped his healing abilities, re-engaged his warrior powers, and ran directly towards the girl and the demons. He stooped as he passed a knife on the ground and scooped it up, and stuffed it in his bandolier for later use, then he pulled his right sword out of the scabbard and swung at the distracted demon. The living sorcerers were retreating towards the safety of the palace, Alec absently noted. He hoped Givens and the others would find their way to safety, because he realized now that their planned approach to the niece was impossible. Faced with three demons, and holding no fragment of the Cross, he knew his was a hopeless situation.


Another demon stopped in its tracks just as it was about to pounce on the screaming girl; it flickered and shrank, indicating to Alec that someone had killed one more of the sorcerers. That’s a good thing, he thought to himself, as he jumped high to avoid an attack, landed, and flipped hard to his side, but received another deep claw across his calf, leaving his flesh open and painful.


Alec landed next to Jeswyne, who was petrified in place by her horrific surroundings. Alec threw his sword high in the air then reached out his hand, grabbed the girl’s arm, and snatched her away from the demons. He shoved her down on the ground, stood directly over her, caught his flying sword as it returned to earth, and turned in all directions looking at the demons.


The three monsters, one blind and two reduced, were circling him, and he was spinning madly, striking his swords out to knock their attacks away; mostly he succeeded, but some small slices were accumulating on his arms where he was just a tick too slow. His plan was going to fail, but even so they very well might ultimately be a victory for the Dominion despite his lost. He wouldn’t be able to hold the imperial family member as a hostage to negotiate with, but her death here, at the hands of the empire’s own demons, would rattle the internal dynamics of the army and the imperial palace and the sorcerers. The disunity would be to the advantage of the Dominion. “Why didn’t you run for the palace, stupid girl?” he snapped in exasperation. “This wasn’t the plan!”

 “Thank you, thank you,” he heard the girl beneath his feet whimper.

 “Yes, thank you Lord for letting us accomplish this at least,” Alec said out loud. And as he did, an idea was implanted divinely within his mind. 



He belted the sword in his left hand and crouched down over the girl, still waving his sword. “Pull the glove off my hand,” he said as he waved his left hand in front of her face.


Without comprehending why, she reached up and tugged hard on the glove, removing it. Alec stood up and raised his left hand high, then engaged his spiritual powers and his warrior powers simultaneously. He felt his body shudder, and pain wracked him. He dropped his right sword, which clattered on the ground, until Jeswyne reached out and desperately pulled it in next to her body.


Alec’s left hand began to glow with pure, intense white light. He felt an extraordinary energy building up in his hand, and he bowed his head to concentrate on keeping it held high even as his body trembled in pain. Three shining ropes of light burst out of the wound on his palm, each beam striking a demon and causing them to cry anguished screams of hatred.


Alec felt the beams radiating the purity of purpose that was God’s plan, and the light was destroying the hatred and emptiness that composed the demons. The beams controlled the demons, and began to pull them closer and closer to Alec.


They moved in as they continued to circle, and their rate of movement increased. They were speeding around Alec’s hand, drawing in so close Alec could hear only the sound of their screams and feel the movement of air they caused. The energy level in his hand ratcheted up another level, and Alec realized a climax was about to occur.


He knew what was about to happen, and he felt a key turn in his mind, revealing what he had to do.

 “Stand up!” he screamed at the girl on the ground.


She looked up fearfully, questioningly.

 “Stand up! Stand up! Now! Now!” he said and he stretched his right hand down, shuddering with pain and the anticipation of what was about to occur.


The imperial niece took his hand and he yanked her upward, off-balance. She was light as a feather, and the force of his pull made her fall against Alec, after which he instinctively wrapped his arm around her. “Ecce elongavi fugiens: et mansi in solitudine,” he prayed.


And as soon as he did, multiple actions occurred virtually simultaneously – his hand sent out a tremendous surge of energy that travelled as a bursting wave of spiritual healing and loving reconciliation. The demons collapsed inward towards Alec and into one another as the wave of energy transformed the malign nullity that motivated them. 



Alec focused his mind on a calendar of dates, looking for a date that would be safely away from this moment. The other energies around his hand were starting to set off their chain-reaction, and he abruptly triggered the capacity to move through time. Then there was a momentary flash of blue light, but few people who were watching saw it.


For there was almost simultaneously an enormous explosion, and a pillar of energy and light erupted upward. The ground shook, and the stones within it thrust towards the sky, jetting a fountain of water above them. The demons disappeared completely, their hatred converted to nothingness by the spiritual power of God.


And Alec and Jeswyne were gone, transported by Alec’s time ingenaire capabilities a split second before the demonic explosion occurred.
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