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    “These friends of mine are hungry,” Namber said. “Poma, come forth,” the prince called, and the ambassador from Uniontown came up, riding his horse to a position next to Namber’s. The ambassador’s arm was in a sling, and the side of his face was bruised and scraped, a result – Kestrel was sure – of the battle at Hydrotaz.


    “The foul half-breed you allow to soil our land is hostile towards our pets,” Namber pointed at Kestrel, “so Poma, please protect them while they have a small snack,” the prince ordered.


    Poma made a motion with his arm, and a hazy red dome formed over the open plaza, covering the Viathins, the prince and the ambassador, and several troops. It was the same type of dome Kestrel had seen before, when he had fought against another champion of Uniontown, in Estone.


    “Now, allow our pets to see what they will have for their snack,” Namber spoke, his voice sounding hollow as it penetrated outward from the interior of the red dome.


    “No!” Kestrel shouted, as he saw a woman’s body roll down from the same wagon the Viathins had been in. The woman had strawberry blonde hair, and an athletic build. She was bound by ropes around her hands, legs and torso, with a gag around her mouth. It was Picco, the fun-loving younger sister of Creata, a positive, cheery companion who he cherished as a friend.


    “Goddess help us!” Philip moaned in an anguished voice, as he watched Picco’s body squirm, while the lizards began to shuffle around the vicinity of the girl.


    “If you surrender now, the girl will be spared,” Namber spoke loudly.


    “No!” Kestrel shouted, he pulled his knife from his hip and hurled it towards the Viathin closest to Picco. The blade flipped through the air, traveling along its enchanted path, until it struck the red dome, and stuck to the surface of the protective cover, unable to penetrate it.


    “Weak! So weak!” Poma cackled.
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  Prologue


  


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


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


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


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


  Despite his misgivings and distrust of the elven leadership, Kestrel went along with the plan, and went out on his first mission. He met a human family in the forest, and saved them by slaying the yeti that attacks them. He then escorted the survivors back to the human city of Estone, where he maintained his false human persona. Disturbingly, he came to find that he was comfortable as a human, and had strong feelings for Merilla, the pretty human widow he had rescued from the yeti’s attack.


  Kestrel traveled back and forth, from the human to the elven cultures, trying to determine where he fit in. The decision wasn’t an easy one to make, as he began to rise in the eyes of the humans, with whom seemed to fit in more comfortably than he did among the elves.


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


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


  When springtime came, Kestrel left the mountains and emerged in the northern reaches of Graylee, the human kingdom he originally sought to reach. Kestrel entered the lands of a noble family, and through a heroic service he provided to the younger generation, became a companion to Philip and Margo, the heirs to the estate, as well as their visiting friends Creata and his sister Picco, whose family owns an estate in southern Graylee.


  Kestrel traveled to the capitol with his new friends, still posing and passing as a human, but at their residence in Graylee City he was horrified to learn that his elven friend Lucretia, presumed dead in the war, was alive and mistreated as a slave in the same house he was staying in. Kestrel secretly liberated Lucretia, who was injured in body and soul, and sent her home to the Eastern Forest.


  His friends, Dewberry and Jonson, left to go on a quest in a strange land, where they hoped to find a weapon that would defeat the monster lizards that have moved into the Swampy Morass, and Kestrel no longer had the unlimited assistance that he had previously received from his blue friends. He thereafter went on a quest of his own, directed by the gods, to set free Hydrotaz humans held captive in Graylee, and did so, then accompanied the freed captives back to Hydrotaz, but found that the humans there remained prejudiced against elves, even one who had done them a favor.


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


  Kestrel then began a journey to return to Graylee, which was abruptly when he was seized by the human god of fire, Growelf, and transported to a distant land, assigned to rescue Jonson and Dewberry’s lost questing party, in a strange, foreign land of different races, languages, and gods, but a place that was just as subject to attack by the monster lizards, whose name Kestrel learned was the Viathin race. The Viathins are a parasitic race that drains and destroys lands to support and grow themselves.


  On his journey Kestrel not only set his sprite friends free, but discovered a way to immunize the humans and elves of his land from being controlled and influenced by the Viathins. When he returned to his own land, he went back to Graylee and helped set Philip and others free from the prison of Prince Namber, then he fled with a beautiful half-human, half-elven maiden named Moorin, the girl he believes he is prophesized to help and rescue, and who entrances hi,.


  He falls in love with Moorin as they travel to Hydrotaz, then discovered that she is an imposter. Despite the treachery, he succeeds in working in Hydrotaz to forge an alliance of humans loyal to Yulia and elves from the Eastern Forest, and together they win a battle against Namber’s invasion from Graylee.


  


  



  


  


  


  Chapter 1 – False Starts


  


  Kestrel and the imps were holding a spirited conversation, or rather, Kestrel was the bystanding subject of a spirited conversation among the imps. Kestrel had invited Dewberry to come to Hydrotaz so that the sprite could instruct his imp companions on directions to a number of locations in Graylee and elsewhere, locations that Kestrel wanted to travel to. Among the sprites and imps there existed a means to transfer knowledge of destinations, and Kestrel wished for Dewberry to give the other imps her knowledge of places she had previously traveled to with or on behalf of Kestrel. He also wished that the conversation was a more straight-forward recitation of facts, and only facts.


  Dewberry was commenting vociferously about the particular locations that Kestrel mentioned, and about the motives she ascribed to Kestrel’s interest in those locations, as she and Kestrel went back and forth in front of Stillwater and the other imps assigned to accompany and assist Kestrel in his battle with the great evil force that had crept into the world.


  “There can be only two reasons that our beloved elf hero wishes to go to the large Graylee humans’ home by the mountains,” she insisted repeatedly. “Either he goes there to see one of the human floozies that throw themselves at him, for he has met some there, or he goes there so that he is closer to the mountains, where he cherishes the memory of a previously unmentioned gnomish maiden whose heart beats with unrequited love for him.


  “In both cases, he is going to the house by the mountains because he is still devastated over my rejection of his advances, and he hopes to drown his sorrow by engaging in these tawdry affairs. The first time I met him, he tried to take me to his bed, you know,” she explained in a false whisper, her voice lowered in some fashion that nonetheless allowed it to be heard throughout the room.


  Kestrel had tried at first to dispute her extravagant claims and outlandish tales, but as he saw the grins on the faces of the imps, he knew that they were having too much fun urging on their sprite companion, officially their queen, to continue to give her colorful interpretation of Kestrel’s motives. He was limited however, in how completely he could deny her stories or counter them with tall tales of his own, even if he had wanted to be as outrageous as Dewberry was, by the fact that there was an element of truth to her claims, and so he mostly listened with humor and good grace, and occasionally blushed at the elements of truth she wove into her mythology.


  He had no good reason to go to the manor house in the Graylee foothills of the Water Mountains, none that was vitally important to the cause of fighting against the evil from Uniontown, the Viathins that were overtaking the kingdoms of the Inner Seas. Through the Viathins, horror, death, and destruction were being spread in nations and cities where vast numbers of people lived. So far, it seemed that only Kestrel had managed to rally and lead successful battles against Uniontown’s efforts. And Kestrel knew that his success was due solely to the divine intervention of the gods that had chosen him to be their champion, and the assistance provided by extraordinary allies such as the imps and sprites.


  The only reason he wanted to go to the home of the Baron of the Northern Marches was to see the sister of the current Baron. He vividly remembered talking with Margo in the manor house on the first day he had met her. It was when he was still so focused on being a spy, on looking and acting like a human, wanting to fit in among the foreign race. He thought he was completely indistinguishable at that point, and had been startled – and worried – when Margo had made an off-hand comment that he projected an air that was vaguely elfish.


  He had come to eventually, many weeks later, admit to Margo that he was truly an elf. It had been a heart-wrenching admission, one he had made because he wanted to be completely honest with the lovely, calm and compassionate girl. He couldn’t bear to keep a secret from her, to try to live a lie that made him feel dishonest with her. He had told her, even though he knew that the ancient prejudices the residents of Graylee felt towards elves had to exist even in her gentle heart, and he had expected his admission of his true nature to drive her away from him.


  But she seemed, when they parted several months ago, not long after his confession to her and shortly after he had fought a grim and bloody battle on behalf of her family, to not only accept his racial identity, but to hint that some type of relationship between them – something more than friendship – could not be discounted. She had spoken at a time when she had been emotionally traumatized: her parents had been killed violently, and killed by the man she had been in a relationship with, Clarce, who she thought was a partner with her brother in the rebellion against the prince of Graylee. And Kestrel had slain Clarce along with all of his followers who had participated in the massacre at Margo’s family’s baronial manor in the foothills of the Water Mountains.


  And so now here Kestrel found himself, months after their parting, still thinking of Margo, and wondering not only how she was doing, and how safe she was, but wondering what condition her heart was in, whether it was healed and open to exploring a new affection.


  “It’s not just to Margo’s house, the manor house, that I want them to learn to go,” Kestrel insisted. “I want them to be able to take me to see Alicia if I need medical care, or if I need to return to Center Trunk to talk to the elven leaders.”


  “This Alicia,” Dewberry drew the name out into multiple, distinct syllables, “she is one of his elven beauties, another means to try to wash away the longing he feels for me, knowing that I am forever beyond his reach,” Dewberry told the small blue audience sotto voce.


  “And I’ll need to go to Graylee City, back to Creata’s home,” Kestrel decided to try to plunge on past Dewberry’s narrative.


  All the imps turned their attention from Dewberry to Kestrel as he spoke, then immediately turned to look at Dewberry again, expecting another bon mot.


  “He must have one of the house maids in mind,” she spoke in a tone of puzzlement, “if his Margo and the other one – what’s her name? – Picco, if they aren’t in the unfriendly humans’s city, I don’t know why else he’d go there.”


  “And just for good measure, let’s teach them to go to Estone, to the palace there,” Kestrel gave an additional goal. “I may want to bring a human ally along from time to time, or I may need to go see the Doge for some favor.”


  “Ah,” Dewberry said knowingly, her fingers tapping her chest above her heart, “the human woman there was one I was sure Kestrel was going to marry to try to cover up the tears he shed because he found out I was beyond his reach. He was in Estone when I told him I was engaged to Jonson, and the look in his eyes was,” she paused and sighed dramatically, “so sad.”


  “Firheng is the other place I want to teach this squad of imps to travel to,” Kestrel listed the last location he had in mind, a place where he thought he could recruit elves who spoke human languages and fought with human and elven weapons. He’d not been to Firheng in over a year, but he knew the training post there had the capacity to produce some of the best potential fighters he might need in upcoming battles.


  “And at Firheng he dreamt of me but devoted his attention to,” Dewberry paused, “what woman did you devote your attention to in Firheng, Kestrel?”


  “You and only you, of course,” Kestrel replied, pleased to have the opportunity to turn the tables on Dewberry at last, as he tilted his head and batted his eyes adoringly while staring at the sprite.


  “There! See that? That’s the look he gives me every night when he calls upon me and asks me to tuck him into bed!” Dewberry crowed triumphantly, as the whole room broke down in laughter.


  “Okay,” Kestrel finally said minutes later, as the laughter died down, and everyone sensed that the time had come to begin to focus on the planned activities for the day. “Let’s get on with this. Dewberry, if you will share the knowledge you use to go to the places you know, the places I’ve just mentioned, then we can all start traveling to each of them,” he said. “Once you sprites and imps know a physical location, you can always travel there forever after, can’t you?” he asked, and watched his companions nod their heads.


  “Then when you know all these places, we will be able to move freely among all the places I can think of where there may be friends and resources we need in our battle against the monster lizards, the forces coming from Uniontown to attack and take over our lands,” Kestrel said. “Why don’t we get started?”


  “Where to first, Warden?” Stillwater spoke up. The imp was the leader of the band that was assigned to Kestrel. He had taken a shine to Kestrel’s official title among the elves, the Warden of the Marshes, and attempted to use it as frequently as possible.


  “Let’s go to Center Trunk, and tell Silvan and the palace what has happened here,” Kestrel proposed.


  “I suppose you want to arrive in the maiden’s bedroom, as usual?” Dewberry asked, sitting up after lying flat while floating in the air.


  “We can go there, and arrange to have a different room established as our regular arrival point for future purposes,” Kestrel said with a blush.


  Dewberry and the imps circled around Kestrel, and he prepared himself for traveling in the disconcerting manner the blue races employed. He took a deep breath, and just as he did, he found himself no longer in the room in the Hydrotaz palace. He found the numbing darkness all around him for several uncountable seconds, and then he was standing in Alicia’s bedroom – he and the imps and Dewberry standing alone in the thankfully empty room.


  “Let’s go see who we can find,” Kestrel said to his troop, nonetheless feeling a vague sense of disappointment that Alicia wasn’t in the room to greet him, though he had no reason to expect her to be there in the middle of the day. He opened the door, then paused, as Stillwater spoke.


  “Do you want us to wait for you, friend Kestrel?” the imp asked.


  Kestrel realized after a moment’s pause that the question carried implied questions within it. The imps and sprites had not in recent time exposed themselves to the terrestrial inhabitants of the lands around the Inner Seas, except under peculiar circumstances, which had recently been frequently provoked by Kestrel himself. The sprites had been considered to be virtually non-existent, while imps were known to be reclusive neighbors to the elves, living in the Swampy Morass, but were discussed much more than they were seen, and they were seldom discussed.


  Kestrel knew that the imps and sprites had imposed their separation from humans and elves upon themselves, out of a lack of any need to interact with the earth-bound races. They had broken the unwritten law of separation after Kestrel and Dewberry had developed their own deep and unusual friendship. Now, with their acknowledged roles as races that were allies in their fight against the Viathins, or monster lizards, or Uniontown – whatever name one used, they all meant the same evil opponent – it no longer seemed to matter so much that the blue beings stayed out of sight.


  And Stillwater’s quartet had been specifically assigned to accompany and assist Kestrel, so, he concluded, Jonson must not intend these companions to be invisible.


  “Why don’t you come with me?” Kestrel answered after the medley of thoughts raced through his mind. “No reason to hide you. Who knows, having such exotic companions might make me more alluring to the elven maidens, since Dewberry no longer will succumb to my charms,” he added as a comment to revive the sprite’s engagement in the conversation.


  “No longer succumb? You imply that there was a time when I would have succumbed, and a true queen and lady does not discuss such things,” Dewberry replied with an immediate sniff. “But there is no doubt that we must raise your status by letting you be seen with us.”


  “I don’t know if Lucretia would have ever even given me the time of day if she hadn’t seen Dewberry talking to me on the day of the tournament,” Kestrel reflected aloud. It seemed like such a little thing now, but it had carried such dramatic ramifications, and his thoughts wandered towards Kere, the elven goddess of fortune, wondering how many small events she might have arranged over the course of the past few years to create such long-lasting changes.


  Kestrel walked up the stairs, passing two officers in the building who stopped and stared in silence at the extraordinary parade that floated tranquilly along behind Kestrel. Chion, the stoic guard of Silvan’s door, was Kestrel’s target, and for the first time in their limited acquaintance, Kestrel had the satisfaction of seeing the taciturn guard’s aplomb dashed as Kestrel and his followers approached.


  “Great gods! Kestrel, what are you bringing?” the guard called loudly, backing towards Silvan’s door.


  “I’ve just arrived from Hydrotaz with a report for Colonel Silvan,” Kestrel replied. “Could you please let him know I’m here? We’re in a hurry; we have several places we need to go yet today after this.”


  The guard’s fingers fumbled behind his back to find the handle to Silvan’s door, then wrenched the door open, allowing Chion to disappear inside. Kestrel stood in the hallway and grinned at his friends. “We’re off to a better start than I expected,” he told Stillwater.


  The moments seemed to drag out, then the door down the hall, the one that led directly to Silvan’s office, opened, and the commander of the elven intelligence efforts looked out the door personally.


  “Kestrel! What are you trying to do? Give my poor guard a nervous breakdown?” he asked with an uncanny ability to determine Kestrel’s motive. “Come down here and come in, and bring all your blue friends along with you. I want introductions!”


  Kestrel stepped promptly down the hallway and entered the door as Silvan held it open. The officer nodded politely to each of the imps as they floated past him. Within the room Kestrel found Chion standing at attention, his nerves calmed as he resumed his steady, rigid posture.


  “Kestrel, please introduce Chion to your friends, and let him know if he should expect them to be regular visitors,” Silvan directed as he closed the door after Dewberry brought up the rear of the entourage.


  “Chion, this is Stillwater. He is the commander of my assigned squad of imps. Stillwater, this is Guardsman Chion,” Kestrel obliged Silvan, and then introduced Canyon, Killcen, and Odare, the other imps.


  “And this is the queen of the imps, although she’s really a sprite. This is her highness, Dewberry,” Kestrel introduced his friend last. “She likes to go skinny-dipping,” he added.


  “Kestrel-traitor-friend!” Dewberry gasped, as her regal poise was shattered by his unexpected tweak of her tail. “That was at the spring of magical waters, where one must disrobe to enjoy the water’s effect.”


  “That’s someplace we need to add to our list of spots to visit,” Kestrel said aloud, realizing that it would be important for the imps to know how to go there and take him there. His comment set off a chorus of hums of approval.


  “Chion, you are dismissed,” Silvan spoke up. “Now that you know these imps and sprites, please admit any of them immediately to see me if they arrive with a message to deliver,” Silvan let the guard depart from the room so that he could return to the comfort of his post.


  “To what do I owe this honor?” Silvan asked, returning to the seat behind his desk. “Shouldn’t you be in Hydrotaz?”


  “We have just come from there,” Kestrel replied, sitting down as his companions floated complacently about the room. “There was a battle, and our forces played a great role in helping Hydrotaz defeat the Graylee invasion. The invaders left the field of battle, the city was saved, and there is now some slight approval of elves among the leaders of the kingdom, beyond just the princess.”


  “Do you think it will last? Humans are notoriously fickle in their friendship,” Silvan asked. “Other than Estone,” he amended his broad condemnation.


  “I hope so. I would suggest that you assign Lucretia to become the Eastern Forest’s first ambassador to Hydrotaz, so that we have someone in the city to remind them that we are allies,” Kestrel answered.


  “Have you asked her about this grand vision of yours?” Silvan asked. “I’m skeptical about putting her in danger’s way among the humans, especially after the treatment she suffered from them in the past.”


  “I’ve asked her, and she’s accepted. She speaks the language, so she’s a logical choice,” Kestrel answered. “And Giardell has asked to stay with her as her chief of security.”


  Silvan raised an eyebrow quietly, and the quiet moments drifted by, as Kestrel bit his tongue. He didn’t want to speak up, to appear to be defensive for having taken Giardell, and now appear defensive for offering this opportunity for the estranged guard to begin to reclaim a purpose in his life.


  “Well,” Silvan finally said, no longer able to outwait Kestrel’s silence. “You seem to have accomplished many things.”


  “It is all meant to help,” Kestrel said in a meeker tone, satisfied that for now the spy chief seemed to accept the arrangement.


  “And that about wraps it up,” he suddenly felt uncomfortable; he sensed that nothing could be accomplished by trying to talk to the dissatisfied Silvan at the present time. “I think it’s time for us to move on,” he said as he briskly rose from his seat.


  “”Move on? Where are you going?” Silvan asked, also rising quickly to try to catch up.


  “we’re on a training mission of sorts,” Kestrel explained. “Dewberry and I are showing the imps where I may wish to go in a hurry or for needful purposes. This was the first place we came.”


  “Where will you go next?” Silvan asked.


  “I think we’ll go to Estone, to the palace,” Kestrel replied. He felt uncomfortable with Silvan in the dense atmosphere that had darkened the room once Kestrel had mentioned Giardell. He decided he wasn’t going to tell the spymaster that Kestrel also planned to go to Firheng, the spy-training facility of the elves. He’d mention it some other time, if he felt he needed to use the resources that Casimo kept in the guard base in the small city. And Kestrel would be so pleased to see Arlen again, the trainer who had done so much to successfully prepare Kestrel to join the human world.


  “But weren’t we going…?” Dewberry started to ask, before Kestrel spoke up.


  “Let’s go to the palace in Estone,” Kestrel cut her off before she could possibly reveal Firheng as a destination.


  “I’ll report back from time to time as things develop,” he addressed Silvan as the imps surrounded him.


  “Won’t you even stay to see Alicia? She’ll be sorry to have missed you,” Silvan protested, just as the imps departed from his office, taking Kestrel with them.


  As he entered the dimension between places, the ether through which the imps traveled, and tolerated the moments of paralysis, Kestrel tried to evaluate Silvan’s last comment. Had the old man truly wanted Kestrel to see his young wife? Could Silvan really not be as jealous of his wife as Kestrel thought he had seemed to be when Kestrel mentioned Giardell, her former lover? Perhaps Kestrel had misunderstood what Silvan’s reaction had been. There would be time to go back and discover further, he told himself. And he hadn’t gotten to the point in the conversation of asking for a new spot the imps could be assigned to land in after all, so he might wind up seeing Alicia on his next return to Center Trunk in any event, if the doctor were in her room when they returned.


  They reached the room in the palace of the Estonian Doge, and Kestrel was happy to see the sun shining brightly through the windows, offering an opportunity to brighten his thoughts after the dissatisfying results of his visit to Center Trunk.


  “Will you need us to escort you here, friend Kestrel, or may we be excused for a brief time?” Stillwater asked.


  “I told them you would want to have some private time with that human who enticed you briefly while you were mourning over my unavailability,” Dewberry said.


  Kestrel smiled, glad to hear the laughter in the voices of his blue companions, although the reference to Armilla did tweak his conscious, reminding him of the relationship that had not been consummated, a romance left dangling without a satisfactory ending.


  “By all means, if you all would like to go off for a bit, please do so. I’ll call you when I need your help,” Kestrel said. “Thank you for what you’ve done so far today,” he added. “We’ll still plan to go to the healing spring sometime soon.”


  With smiling faces, the imps and sprite left Kestrel alone in the palace suite that was reserved for him, and he stepped over to the door, contemplating the message he would deliver. He was there only to inform the Doge’s advisors of what was happening, and to ask them to be prepared to send assistance when needed, and he didn’t believe the message would fall on deaf ears. Moresond would be the logical choice of a first person to approach, for the herald would know who to arrange a meeting with.


  With that he left the room and walked down the hall, only a short distance, before he met a guard patrolling a cross corridor in a leisurely manner.


  “What’s an elf doing in the palace?” the guard asked, in a skeptical but not hostile tone.


  “I am Kestrel, the Protector,” Kestrel identified himself, acknowledging to himself how long he had been away from the palace and how quickly celebrity status could fade away. “I’m here in search of Moresond. Could you help me find the herald?”


  “You’re the protector? I guess you are an elf, now that I remember; it’s been a while since we’ve seen you. May I see your chest, the gift from the goddess?” the guard asked pleasantly.


  Kestrel paused, as he considered for the first time one particular impact of the loss of the colorful image the goddess Kai had inscribed upon the skin of his chest. He had received the mark of Kai while in Estone, in the chapel located right in the palace, and the news of Kai’s extraordinary mark had gone a long way towards establishing Kestrel’s heroic status among the Estonians.


  He would have to explain the loss of the mark, and his explanation would strain the credulity of his listeners, he knew.


  “The goddess’s gifts are gone. The gifts the gods gave me contained their own powers, and they needed their powers back to maintain their strength in the battles they fight. I still have the scar from Kai, and the ship tattoo for being a Captain of the Fleet,” Kestrel said as he opened his shirt, then pulled it up over his head to show his marks.


  “That’s the ship mark of a Captain, for sure, and that dainty handprint’s a one-of-a-kind scar, but that doesn’t prove you’re the Doge’s champion, not to me,” the guard said, his hand slowly going to the pommel of his sword “You’ve got the right to be in the palace, but I don’t know that an elf who’s a Captain of the Fleet is supposed to be back here in the residential wing.


  “Let’s go to an audience room and meet with Moresond?” Kestrel suggested, as he pulled his shirt back down over his head.


  “You think the herald will vouch for you?” the guard asked. He seemed to relax slightly, and waited for Kestrel to finish redressing. “We’ll need to go this way,” he pointed, then walked silently alongside Kestrel as they journeyed through the palace and reached a small, elegant parlor just a few minutes later.


  He waited alone until the door abruptly swung open, and Moresond, the Herald of the Palace, appeared. The dark-haired man stood in the door frame and studied Kestrel. “You’re the goddess’s own hero, I know. But you are looking like an elf today, and what’s this I hear about Kai’s mark being gone? Did she take her mark and her ring from you?


  “No, I see the ring on your finger; you’re just not looking human,” Moresond answered his own question.


  “Well, I’m pleased to see you,” Moresond stepped away from the door and into the room. “Are you well?”


  They shook hands as Kestrel answered. “I’ve had some rough moments, but I feel well now. We’re still fighting the war against Uniontown’s evil, and I think there’s a clear path that leads to success, if we all work together.”


  “The word will be around the palace in a matter of minutes that you’ve returned,” Moresond said abruptly. “And that will raise some eyebrows.”


  “Why?” Kestrel asked, struck by the tone of the herald’s voice, and the way his eyebrows rose.


  “There is a young woman, one who you knew fairly well, who claims that she cannot remain married to her husband because she is in love with you,” Moresond said. “The husband has made this a public issue, and petitioned the Doge for an annulment of the marriage, and revocation of your titles.”


  Kestrel thought of the bashful Hammon who Merilla had married, a shy leathermonger who had been a passive bystander as his marriage to Merilla was arranged by the two mothers of the couple. “It hardly seems like the husband’s way to make a public fuss,” he replied.


  “While I believe the common word is that his mother is forcing this issue, nonetheless it has not been something the Doge appreciates having discussed in and about his court,” Moresond replied. “How did you come to be wandering around the private rooms, by the way? I’m surprised the guards at the gate didn’t stop you, or at least mention something to you.”


  “The imps brought me to my suite,” Kestrel answered absently, thinking of Merilla. “Where is she now?” he asked.


  “Who?” Moresond queried.


  “The bride, Merilla; the one who has rejected her husband,” Kestrel clarified.


  “She has a new home she bought. Apparently you turned over all the profits from your yeti booty to her, and she’s living very comfortably these days, without her husband,” Moresond explained.


  “Have you come just for a social visit?” Moresond asked. “If so, now is not a good time for you to do so. You should invite those extraordinary blue friends of yours to join you in addressing the Doge; seeing them will probably bolster your social stature.


  “If you are here for something more substantial, we should arrange for a quiet meeting with the Doge or his ministers,” he added.


  “I don’t need anything now, but as we go to war, we may need all the lands of humans and elves to fight together,” Kestrel explained. “I wanted to advise Estone that the time is coming when your arms may well be needed. Together, we can defeat Uniontown and end the wars and destruction.”


  “Kestrel,” Moresond leaned in and placed his hand on Kestrel’s shoulder, “I will pass along your message in confidence to the Doge, and when the time comes, Estone will stand with her champion. For now though, you should leave the city and give the scandal over this troubled marriage time to fade from the public’s memory.”


  Kestrel sighed. He’d visited two cities, and had suffered disappointing conversations in each city. In the aftermath of the battle at Hydrotaz he’d had great expectations of creating a harmonious alliance united against Uniontown and the Viathins, but he was coming down to earth with the realization that individual egos and agendas were not going to disappear unless or until all parties found themselves pressed to act in dire circumstances. It was incredibly unfortunate that things as small as unhappy relationships between men and women could prove to be disruptive though, he told himself as he thought of the marital problems in Center Trunk and Estone.


  “I’ll do as you say,” he agreed with Moresond, “And move along for now. I don’t anticipate any immediate needs for services from Estone in any event.”


  “Come back in another month or two and this will have blown over, like any squall at sea,” Moresond said assuringly.


  “Thank you,” Kestrel said despondently. “Stillwater, Dewberry, Odare,” he called, tilting his head upward to speak to the ceiling. It was a pointless gesture, he knew, but he did it anyway from force of habit.


  Seconds later the parlor filled with blue bodies. “Great gods!” Moresond exclaimed. “If you can summon such familiars so easily, perhaps we should take you to the Doge after all. He’ll be impressed enough to overlook any romantic irregularities or the absence of the goddess’s mark.”


  “We arrive here Kestrel-friend, and within two seconds your amorous adventures are brought up by the human one,” Dewberry spoke to Kestrel in the elven tongue they spoke in common.


  “I want to be accepted for the right reasons,” Kestrel said to the herald, ignoring the sprite for a moment. “I’ll be back when the need is urgent, and the imps will be with me then, my friend. Take care and good luck with a resolution to the romantic issues,” he finished. “The imps and I will go to the bank to get some funds, and then be on our way,” he said as he shook hands and parted from Moresond.


  He and his cheery blue accomplices left the palace and went to the bank in the main square, drawing crowds of attention along the way. Kestrel furtively wondered if he would see Merilla, but no encounter occurred, and he was quickly shown into a small private room, where he was allowed to withdraw several gold and silver coins from the account that had accumulated during his absence from Estone.


  “Are you ready to take me to Firheng?” he asked Dewberry. “If so, let’s go,” and just like that, they left the astonished banker in Estone and traveled to a small room at the training base in Firheng.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  Chapter 2 – False Starts


  


  The student lodging room was empty of people when they arrived, but the presence of various personal items made it clear that there was an occupant in the space that Kestrel had called home during his time at Firheng. “Let’s stay together while we’re here,” Kestrel said to his friends, fearing that he might have to leave the training base just as quickly, and with just as much disappointment, as he had found in Center Trunk and Estone.


  In neither city, he told himself in frustration, was there a question about whether it was appropriate to lend aid to the effort to fight against Uniontown and the Viathins, a fight that Kestrel was prepared to help lead into Graylee. Instead, the conversations had broken down over the mundane things, the personal lives of participants, including his own personal life, maybe in both cases, he admitted. He was certainly a part, though not intentionally, in the case of Merilla’s unhappy marriage, and only indirectly, in the case of the lingering suspicions and discord that still hung in the psyche of Silvan, and probably Alicia and Giardell as well.


  “Who the blazes are you and what are you doing here?” a girl’s voice startled him, and he turned to see a girl standing at the door, observing him stand in the middle of what was presumably her room.


  “What are? Are those? There are sprites in the room!” she screeched loudly, causing all the blue bodies to disappear in surprise at the sudden, unpleasant sound. Funny, Kestrel thought to himself in a personal aside, how they could fight in a battle and not be upset, but the sound of a woman’s scream in a non-combat setting could drive them away; he remembered Dewberry’s disappearance upon hearing Merilla scream in the inn at Estone.


  “Where’d they go?” she asked. “And why are you in my room? Why were they in my room?” the tone of her voice changed once again from wonder back to suspicion, and she pulled her knife from the sheath on her hip.


  “Put that away, there’s no battle here,” Kestrel said as she stepped into the room. He looked at her closely, shocked by the features he saw as she moved out of the glare of the backlit doorframe.


  “You’re a human!” he gasped.


  “Not completely, and you don’t look to be any pureblood, high-and-mighty elf yourself, so drop the righteousness!” the girl exclaimed, still holding the knife.


  She did have some elven features, Kestrel realized. Her ears were larger, longer than a human’s, though not prominently, and her eyebrows had a fetching curve to them. She was built well, he told himself; he’d say she was robust for an elven maid, slender for a human, but very attractive for either race.


  “I’m not pure elf,” Kestrel switched to the human language. “I’m Kestrel,” he held out a hand to greet her, hoping to ease her hostility, and to allow himself to quickly leave the room, so that he could go on with his plan to talk to Casimo and Arlen and try to salvage some support from this circuit of visits with his imp companions. “We just came to this room by chance, not to bother you.”


  The girl’s eyes grew wide and her face turned pale.


  “What is it?” Kestrel asked. “Don’t you feel well?”


  “I’ve heard so much about you,” she murmured softly. “I wouldn’t have pictured you looking like this, but now that I see you, it all fits.


  “I’m Wren,” she said expectantly, putting her knife away. She surprised Kestrel by not only accepting his outstretched hand, but leaning into a full embrace, as her other arm wrapped around his shoulders.


  He stood stiffly, uncertain about how to react to the sudden mood change, and she backed away from him. “Haven’t you heard of me?”


  “I’ve been away from Firheng for a long time,” Kestrel answered. “Almost two years,” he added. “I haven’t talked to or heard from anyone here in a long time; sorry.”


  “I see,” Wren said after a moment’s pause. “Well,” she paused again. “Never mind,” she awkwardly said. “Well, go on; go do whatever you intend to do.”


  “I shall; don’t scream anymore,” Kestrel warned. “Dewberry, Stillwater, return please.”


  Within a moment the band of blue bodies was floating within the room.


  “Wren, this is Dewberry. She is the queen of the imps from the Swampy Morass, although she’s a sprite. This is Stillwater,” he motioned, “and here are Canyon, Killcen, and Odare.”


  “Kestrel, must you arrange another lover so soon?” Dewberry asked.


  “Yuch! We are not lovers!” Wren instantly spit the answer out.


  “Well, we don’t see that reaction often for my ardent admirer,” Dewberry lectured the imps.


  Kestrel stood silent, amused and yet mildly nonplussed by the reaction.


  “We’ll be going now,” Kestrel announced. He stepped past Wren to the doorway. “It was nice to meet you, and I apologize for entering your room. We’ll find a different spot for arriving in Firheng from now on,” he assured her as he left her space.


  “So the human women find him unattractive, and that’s why he pursues you?” Odare asked Dewberry as Kestrel started to climb down the stairs.


  “No!” Kestrel snapped.


  “Not many of them have seemed to reject him so openly,” Dewberry replied thoughtfully. “One must admit that he isn’t really that unattractive. Her reaction seems overwrought. What did you say to her, Kestrel-uncouth one?”


  “I have no idea,” Kestrel said as he reached the ground and started walking toward the headquarters building. There was no guard outside the building, so he entered unmolested, and started down the hall, where he recognized Gion, Casimo’s office guard, who was watching the approach of an elf with five blue companions. Gion knocked rapidly on the door in a loud, staccato cadence.


  “Kestrel? Is that you? Are you leading an invasion?” Gion asked when Kestrel’s group was three quarters of the way towards him.


  “Listen to his words,” Dewberry told the imps. “These elves are wise enough to fear the prospect of an unwinnable war against our people!”


  The door that Gion had knocked on opened, and Belinda stuck her head out into the hall. “What on earth are you drumming away about?” she asked before her mind registered what she saw.


  “Kestrel! Kestrel! Kestrel, you’re back!” she completely ignored the imps as she threw the door open and raced down the hall to embrace Kestrel and kiss him soundly.


  “Perhaps he has had someone tucked away here I didn’t know about. The boy can be more discreet that his looks would lead you to believe,” Dewberry commented as the imps idly circled above the affectionate reunion.


  “We have heard bits and pieces of rumors of the most amazing exploits,” she began. “Look at your eyes! Won’t Arlen have something to say about those purple eyes!


  “Come in, come in,” she began to drag him into the office.


  “Good to see you Gion,” Kestrel spoke as he passed through the door.


  “Good to see you back, Kestrel,” the guard said with a smile.


  “Have a seat. What are you up to? Why are you here?” Belinda asked as the two of them sat down side-by-side and she watched the imps explore the room.


  “I’m here to see Cosima, and you, and Arlen,” he answered. “My friends the imps are learning all the places I may need to come to in the next phase of the war, and this is some place I wanted to come back to anyway.


  “How is Ranor?” he asked about her husband.


  “He is splendid, absolutely splendid,” Belinda said gently, as she placed her hand on Kestrel’s arm. “He’s on his way to Estone right now, resuming his trading practices. He promised me he’ll never go to Green Water again, so I don’t worry about him suffering from an attack there again. It’s been so wonderful having him back Kestrel; we owe you so much.”


  They chatted comfortably for several minutes, as Kestrel talked about his visit with the gnomes and Belinda talked about her husband’s return to a healthy life.


  “I better go find the commander. I assume he’s at the armory?” Kestrel finally asked.


  “He should be,” Belinda agreed. “He’s working with a couple of students who he thinks have great promise. Not up to your untouchable standards of course; he holds you up as an idol to them.”


  “Is one of them a girl named Wren?” Kestrel asked on a hunch.


  “Ah, yes. Have you met her already?” Belinda asked.


  “Just for a few moments,” Kestrel answered.


  “She’s a fighter. Casimo likes that about her. But she’s always angry; I don’t know why, but she doesn’t seem to me to have the personality to just fit in and avoid notice, the way a spy should,” Belinda observed.


  “Will you be staying here with us for long?” she asked as he stood.


  “Probably not, maybe just a couple of hours this time,” he answered.


  “Oh no! You have to come back soon; we shouldn’t have to wait so long to see our greatest hero come visit, or his platoon of friends,” she motioned to the quiet blue crowd that circled near the ceiling.


  “Come along, platoon of friends,” Kestrel said drily, then kissed Belinda on the cheek before leaving her office. He said farewell to Gion as he strode down the hall and back outdoors.


  “I’m not sure there was lust in their hearts,” Odare said to Dewberry as they floated above Kestrel’s head.


  “They may not have shown it that time, but this Kestrel-dog, he has a woman in every city,” Dewberry replied. “Remember how he has us translocate him here directly into a girl’s room.”


  “I thought it was his sister,” Canyon spoke up.


  “She did look like him,” Dewberry agreed. “That must be why he didn’t pounce on her.”


  “Stop it!” Kestrel spoke as they reached the entry to the armory, scandalized. “She may have been part-elf, part-human, but that doesn’t mean she looked like me. You all just don’t know how to tell us apart.”


  Inside the building the clatter of practice weapons instantly ceased at the sight of Kestrel and the imps. “Falling trees, would you look at that!” one of the dozen or so students exclaimed.


  “Kestrel!” the familiar voice of Arlen spoke out, and Kestrel located his former trainer, working with Wren, of all people, Kestrel noticed, on the sword-practice mat across the room. The two men met one another in the middle of the room and thumped each other on the back as part of a hearty embrace, while Casimo, strode over to see Kestrel, wearing a broad smile.


  “We’ve heard some stories, but none of them mentioned gnomes,” Arlen said as he looked at Kestrel.


  “He does have the purple, doesn’t he? And he has something even more unusual; look at the great beauty and grace he has brought to visit us,” Casimo said, looking up at the imps.


  “Someone here has proper manners at least, I notice,” Dewberry said to Odare, the only female among Kestrel’s assigned guards.


  “Everyone! Gather around! This is the great Kestrel, the elf who’s lived among the humans in many countries, and lived among the gnomes too, apparently! Welcome back Kestrel,” Casimo spoke loudly.


  “You’re going to make his head swell,” Wren spoke up defiantly. “He still pulls his pants on one leg at a time doesn’t he, or does he make his imp slaves do that for him too? I found him prowling around inside my room a little while ago; being a sneak doesn’t sound like my idea of a hero,” she said sourly.


  “Wren, you can go put your pads away. We’re done for the rest of the day,” Arlen spoke up before Kestrel or Casimo could. “Go blow off some steam and try to think about how you should be getting along with people instead of throwing insults at them,” the instructor said.


  “What brings you back to town?” Casimo asked. “Do you have time to go for a horseback ride, just the three of us?” he gestured towards Arlen.


  “Yes. Let’s do that,” Kestrel agreed, and he began to explain his mission as they rode their horses through the forest.


  “Silvan has remained upset about the affair ever since he was recalled to office, and have you considered that he can’t take it out on Alicia, so Giardell is the only one he can blame,” Casimo said at length, as Kestrel spoke about the frustration of his visit to Center Trunk. “I don’t know the entire story as well as you do, but that’s my impression from this distance.”


  “So how can we help you right now?” Arlen asked as they neared the stables on their return to the base.


  “I don’t have any immediate need,” Kestrel replied. “But I will soon. Depending on how Graylee is reacting to the defeat of the Prince’s invasion of Hydrotaz, it may be possible to contribute to the creation of a new order there. I’ll need to spend a lot of time just administering this,” he patted the skin of water he had carried with him, the soul-curing water given to him by Decimindion, the god of the land of the far-distant Parstoles.


  “Well if we can’t do anything for you, would you do something for us?” Arlen asked. “As a favor?”


  “What favor can I possibly do for the two of you?” Kestrel asked curiously.


  “Take Wren with you,” Arlen answered.


  Kestrel looked from one to the other.


  “She would be a disaster. She dislikes me, and she’s full of anger. This is going to be a journey that will require stealth and tact from time to time,” Kestrel answered.


  “She speaks the human language perfectly; she was raised as a human, you know. And when she covers her ears with her hair, she hardly looks elven at all. She’ll be a perfect spy in that respect,” Casimo assured him.


  “She’s good with the human weapons, and she has a good heart. She’s on some personal mission; I don’t know what it is, but I know she could be a good helper for you,” Arlen pressed.


  “She’s too much for you to deal with, is that it?” Kestrel asked shrewdly.


  “There’s not much we can do with her,” Casimo admitted. “She should be the second best student we’ve had – after you – but until she learns to control her temper, she’s going to be untrustworthy in the field.”


  “And that’s why you want me to take her into a dangerous, unpredictable situation, because she’s untrustworthy?” Kestrel let a note of sarcasm enter his voice as they started to remove the saddles from their horses.


  “I think she’ll listen to you,” Arlen said. “I think that when it’s the real world, she’ll want to earn your respect.


  “You’ll be doing her a great favor, and us a favor. Otherwise we’re just about ready to dismiss her from the service,” Casimo said earnestly.


  Make her your companion, Kestrel heard Kere’s voice speak softly in the recess of his mind.


  Truly, my goddess? Is that wise? he asked silently, looking upward.


  Take her, Kestrel, the voice repeated, and then he knew that the goddess’s presence was gone.


  “Alright,” Kestrel said aloud regretfully.


  “Really? You’ll really take her?” Arlen spoke in a shocked tone.


  “If we do this right away, and if she even agrees,” Kestrel answered, hopeful that somehow the intransigence of the girl might manage to circumvent the will of a goddess. He didn’t think it was likely, but he held onto a faint thread of hope. He had no faith that a strange girl who seemed to have an instant antipathy towards him would be a useful addition to his actions in the delicate efforts that were looming on the horizon.


  “Let’s go round her up,” Arlen said, “before you change your mind.”


  “Observe how our Kestrel-friend has managed to make it look like he’s doing others a favor by bringing one of his new paramours along with him,” Dewberry spoke to the other imps.


  “But he tried to argue against the girl joining us,” Stillwater argued.


  “There you go, you men trying to stick with one another,” Dewberry rebutted. “He arranged this somehow, be sure.”


  Kestrel shook his head as they walked back to the armory, and then the three of them, accompanied by the imps, walked together to the student housing, where they all trooped up the stairs to Wren’s room.


  “What disturbing delegation is this?” she asked as she opened the door upon their approach. “I heard the sound of heavy steps climbing up here.”


  “You’ve been assigned for your first sortie,” Casimo said.


  “Really?” her eyes opened wide and she looked at the three men with interest.


  “You’re going to go with Kestrel to,” Casimo paused, “where are you going?” he turned to Kestrel.


  “We’re going to go to Graylee City,” Kestrel replied.


  “You? I’m supposed to go on a mission with you? Is this some kind of a sad joke?” Wren shouted so loudly the imps grew agitated, and started circling the confrontation at an increasing speed.


  “It’s not my idea,” Kestrel said hotly. “I’m trying to do Arlen a favor so that you don’t flunk out of the program.”


  “That’s not true!” Wren shouted so loudly that the imps and Dewberry disappeared.


  “Great! Look what you’ve done,” Kestrel said.


  “It’s not true!” Wren repeated. “Tell him Arlen! I’m perfect at human language and weapons and culture.”


  “Tell him,” she repeated after an awkward silence. “This isn’t fair. This isn’t right!” she said.


  “Wren,” Arlen said a moment later, and in his tone Kestrel heard a fatherly concern and advice, “you refuse to listen to us talk about the soft side of spying, of working with people in ways that build long-term value. We hope that going with Kestrel, and listening to his instructions,” Arlen emphasized the words, “will allow you to break through and begin to soften your approach to be useful.”


  “You really mean to do this. You really want to send me with him,” she moaned.


  “I’ll go out and listen and learn, but I’d rather go with someone else,” she spoke up assertively, desperate to try to regain some control over her destiny.


  “He’s the one,” Arlen said. “You’ll learn from him if you’re going to learn from anyone. Now pack up what you want to take with you, and pile the rest in a corner. Belinda will have someone put it in storage for you.”


  “What if I don’t?” Wren almost cried.


  “Then you’re out of the service,” Casimo said with quiet authority.


  She stood there, wanting to defy them, but unwilling to give up her participation in the training to become a spy for the elves. “Alright,” she finally said.


  “We’ll be in Casimo’s office,” Arlen said, then signaled to the others and led them rapidly downstairs.


  “We need to let her have some time alone to digest this,” the instructor said as they walked back to the office to wait for the girl. They stopped once on the way, so that Kestrel could raid the canteen for a supply of food, enough to last Wren and he for two or three days if needed.


  “What do you hear from Castona?” Kestrel asked as they sat and waited.


  “We hear that the people of Estone think you play fast and loose with human women,” Casimo made Kestrel wince.


  “Do either of you know much about the northern elves?” he quickly switched topics.


  “Not much – not as much as we should,” Casimo answered. “Why do you ask?”


  “I thought I met a northern elf once, but it turned out to be an imposter,” Kestrel answered cautiously. “And she said they had good relations with their human neighbors, rode horses, and didn’t eat crickets.”


  “I believe they do get along with humans, better even than we get along with Estone,” Casimo answered. “I don’t know about the rest of the story.”


  Just then the door opened, and a forlorn Wren entered the room. “I’m not going to sleep with him,” she declared resolutely with the first words out of her mouth.


  “No, I’m sure you’re not,” Kestrel said drily.


  “Do you want to know why?” she asked him, ignoring the presence of the other two in the room.


  “Because I’m not going to sleep with you,” Kestrel answered flippantly. He had no desire to listen to the girl recite a list of his shortcomings.


  “I didn’t want to spend my life as a farm girl doing chores and having babies. I want something more adventuresome than that, and I’m good enough with weapons to earn that kind of life. But none of the boys back home would think for a moment about taking up with a girl with spirit,” Wren protested. “So now I’m here, and I’m looking for something better. And it shouldn’t involve just tagging along as your shadow.”


  Although his visit to Firheng had gone better than the visits to Center Trunk or Estone, the twist that had come at the end of the visit; being burdened with an uncooperative partner, had taken the luster off the success. “Now, let’s get ready to go.


  “Dewberry, Stillwater, we’d like to depart,” Kestrel called out.


  “In the future, when we need to depart or arrive, I’ll plan to use this room,” Kestrel advised, as the imps reappeared with Dewberry.


  “We are going to add a new member to out traveling party,” Kestrel told the group. “We’re going to take Wren with us, and before you say anything,” he looked at Dewberry, “let’s just go to the healing spring without comment, and we can talk there.”


  There was a tittering among the imps, eager to visit the water of the magical spring, where they could soak in the waters and enjoy the unusual properties the spring offered to the members of their race.


  “Since there are five of us here, if the two of you would stand together, we should be able to carry you in a single journey,” Stillwater proposed.


  Wren rolled her eyes, then came over and stood next to Kestrel. “What exactly are we going to do here?” she asked suspiciously.


  The imps lowered themselves down, and began to encircle the pair, while Kestrel opened his arms and pulled Wren into a hug. He felt the soft flesh of her mostly human form press against his body as the imps and Dewberry pressed against them.


  “What is?” Wren started to ask in alarm, her words cut off by the sudden transition that occurred as the magical means of leaving Firheng began, and the dark, airless void suddenly surrounded them.


  When they emerged back into the reality of the world, her arms were clinched tightly around Kestrel, clinging to him in desperate fear of the unknown occurrence she had experienced.


  “What happened? Where are we?” she looked up into his face, fearful and disturbed.


  “Kestrel-friend, nap-sitting caretaker, I’m going to go find Jonson and invite him and some other members of the court to come join us,” Dewberry announced.


  The other imps immediately floated away to the side of the spring water.


  “Just leave your clothes over there,” Kestrel pointed to the lawn that stretched across the short distance from the edge of the water to the bushes that grew nearby.


  “What is this? What’s happening?” Wren repeated her questions.


  Kestrel released his arms from their hug around her and stepped away, then dropped his belongings and began to pull his shirt over his head, as the imps all stood on the other side of the spring and quickly stripped off their clothes without any sign of modesty.


  “This is a magical spring,” Kestrel said as he dropped to the ground and pulled off his boots. “The water here has properties that will heal and cure virtually any injury or illness that you may have. This water has truly saved my life; there’s no better feeling than soaking in this water and letting it wash away your aches and pains.


  “And for the imps and sprites, it’s like a, a, I don’t know what to compare it to,” he said as he stood. “They pass out when they touch the water, and then have the best dreams possible.” He reached for his belt buckle.


  “What are you doing?” Wren said wildly. “I don’t want to see you get naked!”


  “Then I suggest you turn around,” Kestrel said calmly. He let his pants fall around his ankles, then stepped out of them and dove into the pool of flowing water, and stroked towards the side where the imps waited impatiently. He wasn’t very concerned about Wren’s sensibilities at the moment; she was an unwilling partner, and an unwanted one. He knew he’d have to forge a workable relationship with her, but there would be time for that later, especially after she entered the pool and relaxed – if anything was likely to drain away the tension and hostility in the girl, it would be this spring water, he thought with assurance.


  He stepped out on the other side of the pool, by the spot that he had shared so many times with Alicia and the sprites. “How many of you have been here before?” he asked the eager quartet. They all shook their heads impatiently. “Then I’ll just lay you in the water in this shallow area, and let you sleep in the water until it’s time to get up and go. Are you ready?” he asked, then picked up Odare. “Ladies first, you know,” he told the others, as he slid the first of his companions into the water, then turned to take Canyon.


  There was a small splash behind him, and he suspected that Wren had entered the pool. As he picked up Killcen, the air around them was suddenly alive with motion, and he heard Wren give a brief shriek of surprise at the arrival of Dewberry with seemingly half of the royal court from Blackfriars, the capital of the imps.


  “Everyone wanted to come Kestrel-friend,” Dewberry said gaily.


  “Wren, come over here and help me start putting the imps in the water,” Kestrel called over his shoulder, as he observed the dozen or more additional blue bodies that were shedding their clothing.


  He kept busy lifting imps and stepping carefully over those who were already soaking and sleeping as he maneuvered to add more of the blue bodies to the sandy cove that he relied on to comfort his small friends. Wren was helping; he saw movement out of the corner of his eye as she observed what he did, then began placing imps in the shallow water as well.


  When the last imp was in place, he dove into the deep water and swam around to the spot where he could lay back against the stones and relax. When he was settled in, he observed the scene around him. There was a vast crowd of imps sleeping in the shallow water, jammed in shoulder-to-shoulder against each other in the small curve of sandy spring bottom. Wren was treading water in the center of the deep pool looking at him warily.


  She had to feel better, he was sure, he told himself as he laid back and closed his eyes to enjoy the warm waters. “You can come over here and rest against the rocks; I promise I won’t bite,” he told her. “And the imps will sleep for as long as we leave them in the water.”


  “How long will you leave them in the water?” she asked, making no move to join him.


  He opened his eyes and looked at the sun overhead. It was mid-afternoon, and he still hoped to make visits to Graylee City and the manor house where Margo lived in northern Graylee, near the mountains. And there was another place he wanted to go, he realized suddenly, a quick stop that would only take a few minutes. It was an odd feeling to sit and think about planning for events in a day, events that would span trips of hundreds of miles; the imps made the inconceivable possible, and yet he was already acclimated to thinking of their abilities as ordinary parts of his plans yet.


  “I think we should give them an hour or so, and then we’ll have to be on our way. But our imps will know the way here from now on, so we can come back whenever we need to,” he explained, as he closed his eyes again.


  “What do you mean by our imps?” Wren asked.


  “There is a squad of four imps assigned to follow me and assist me in fighting against the Viathins,” Kestrel answered.


  “Assigned? Who assigns imps?” Wren asked scornfully. “You’re just making that up!”


  “The king of the imps makes the assignments. He’s one of the imps sleeping in the spring water right now, as a matter of fact,” Kestrel tried to explain patiently. He would do his best to be patient with the girl now, and expect that she would be obedient when he needed her to be; he would make his expectation clearly understood as well.


  “The imps have been fighting against the monster lizards that invaded the Swampy Morass for well over a year,” he explained lazily, as he let the water relax him. “They believed that they could travel to another land, and find a weapon there to fight the lizards. So Jonson and Dewberry, the king and queen, along with others, went on a journey to find the weapon, and never came back.


  “The sprites and imps sent a rescue crew to try to save them. And then Growelf sent me to help the rescue crew,” he told her.


  “Growelf?” her voice was closer now, much closer. “Growelf?” she repeated the name in a skeptical tone. “The human god sent you?”


  “He did,” Kestrel agreed. “Kai was too weakened to send me, so Growelf stepped in…”


  “Why would Kai be weak, and why would her health have anything in the world to do with you?” Wren asked, less hostility in her voice now.


  “Kai had chosen me to be her champion, and she gave me weapons that were enchanted with her powers, to help me fight the Viathins, the monster lizards as we called them, that were causing Uniontown to fight and conquer all the other kingdoms,” Kestrel told her.


  “Really? You say all of this like you mean it,” Wren’s voice was very close now.


  “It is what the goddess chose,” he said simply.


  “And so you went to Arlen and Casimo to learn to fight like a human then?” she asked from right beside him.


  He opened an eye to peek, just to comfort himself that she wasn’t standing over him with a knife blade, something he didn’t completely discount. She was lying back against the stones immediately next to him, her profile looking distinctly human, as her hair swept across her head and hid the slightly elven shape of her ear. Kestrel noticed her chest had curves that were highly un-elf-like, with features that rose smoothly out of the water before sloping back down.


  But his attention was drawn to a necklace she wore, a slender silver necklace that held a single opaque, iridescent stone. It looked exactly like the necklace his mother had owned, the only jewelry she had ever worn in the few years she had lived during Kestrel’s life. He raised himself up and bent over to stare at the stone.


  Wren’s hand shot out of the water and slapped his cheek hard, as she pushed him away and then covered her chest with her arm.


  “You creep!” she shouted. “What do you think you’re going to do to me out here with no one around and all the sleeping imps? This is sick!”


  “I was looking at your necklace, not your breasts!” Kestrel shouted back. “You didn’t have to react by slapping first and asking second.”


  “My necklace, huh?” she backed up away from him. “Funny that my necklace just happens to be on my chest.”


  “It looks just like the necklace my mother wore,” Kestrel defended himself. “I’ve seen breasts before, so don’t get all high and mighty. But I haven’t seen a necklace like that since my mother died and was buried years ago.”


  “I’ve got a necklace just like your mother’s because your mother and mine were sisters,” Wren said, gravely now, staring at him. “I’m your cousin.”


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 3 -- Wren


  


  Wren could have knocked Kestrel over with a feather. He was so stunned by her pronouncement that he felt himself begin to tremble.


  “That’s not true! You’re making that up!” he almost screamed his rejection of her outlandish claim.


  “You may think so, and I may wish so, but it’s the truth. It’s the main reason I came to Firheng, was to find the growing legend of Kestrel, my cousin, not knowing what a lecherous jerk he would turn out to be,” Wren told him.


  “How do you know we’re related?” Kestrel said.


  “My mother married a human from Estone, and that’s where I was raised. She told me that when she grew up in Gretna Green her twin sister had become pregnant and had a baby boy with an elf, and then ran away south, deeper into the Eastern Forest. They never heard from her again. The baby’s name was Kestrel; mother told me that from the time I was a little girl,” Wren answered.


  “She told me I had a cousin named Kestrel, and maybe someday I’d get to meet him and play with him, and it was always the golden promise I hoped would come true. But when it did, look how it turned out – you were snooping around my room, you’ve taken me against my will to this place, and now you’re ogling me in a way that makes me think you’re gross,” Wren began to cry.


  Kestrel almost felt sorry for the girl. He wasn’t going to try to hug her or comfort her under the circumstances, but he felt sorry for her. And he could almost believe her story. He didn’t know much about his mother’s past; she had never mentioned anything about her family or past, but Wren’s story seemed plausible.


  “Is your mother still alive?” Kestrel asked.


  “Yes,” Wren answered.


  “Where does she live?” he queried.


  “I told you, in Estone,” she said shortly.


  “Right in the city?” he tried to pin her down, the possibility of a quick trip to meet his aunt suddenly blossoming before him.


  “No, we lived out in the country, on a farm near a village,” Wren said. “We were half a day away from the city.”


  “Someday when we have time, we’ll go visit your mother and see what she says,” Kestrel spoke noncommittally. He stared at her face.


  “What?” she protested. “Stop staring!”


  “I just want to see if I think I see anything that reminds me of my mother,” he told her as he studied. Maybe there was something there, maybe there wasn’t.


  It was a startling story, one that was unbelievable, and given Wren’s personality, not one he particularly wanted to prove true.


  “I don’t care why you’re looking. I want you to stop,” she repeated.


  “Let’s get the imps up and going,” Kestrel said, falling backwards into the water, away from Wren. “You go over and start pulling them out of the water and lay them on the grass. I’ll go get our clothes and be right over,” he told her before he started to stroke back through the warm spring water to the far side of the spring, where their clothes were in two piles.


  He picked up the clothes and then ran back across the short stretch of water, where he deposited the items on the ground and went over to help lift imps from the water. He carefully averted his eyes from looking at Wren’s naked body, knowing how touchy she was.


  “You ran across that water just like an elf. I wish I could do that,” Wren said wistfully.


  He looked at her as he handed her clothes to her, appraising her body. “You might be able to, but I doubt it. Have you tried?” he asked.


  “Turn around and stop looking at me,” she ordered. “When I was little I tried. We had a pond on our farm, and my mother could run across it. I wanted to be an elf so badly when I was little,” she said.


  “So did I,” Kestrel said softly.


  “But you are an elf,” Wren said, pulling her shirt on.


  “Not enough of one back then, not to most of my neighbors,” Kestrel lamented. “My ears weren’t pointed enough, my eyebrows weren’t arched enough, you know,” he explained, wondering why he was bothering to tell this girl who might be a cousin.


  “Maybe we can get you out running on the water sometime and see if it works now that you’re older,” he added as he finished dressing and continued to pull imps from the water.


  Moments later the last of the imps were spread out on the lawn, their small wet bodies glistening in the sunlight.


  “They’ll start to wake up in a few minutes, and they’ll tell us about the beautiful dreams they had,” Kestrel predicted.


  “Then what?” Wren asked. “Will they take us to Graylee? Are we going to start fighting tonight?”


  “I’m going to ask them to take us to Green Water first, for a quick errand, and then we’ll go to a couple of spots in Graylee. Hopefully there will be no violence,” he disappointed her by emphasizing.


  “Green Water? Do you need to go visit a favorite doxie? You’ve probably got diseases I’ve never heard of, or is that why you visit this water so often, to cure those problems?” she asked cynically.


  “I’ve not ever visited a doxie, in Green Water or elsewhere, but putting up with their a doxie’s charm would be easier than your constant negativity!” Kestrel lashed out. “If you don’t have something nice to say, don’t say anything,” he used a command his own mother had given to him as a young boy.


  “You sound just like my mother,” Wren said sourly, but said no more, until the imps began to stir a few minutes later, and as predicted, each exclaimed about the beauty of the dreams they had experienced.


  “Lord Kestrel,” Jonson said a few minutes later, when all were dressed, “allow me to introduce several members of my court to you and,” Jonson paused momentarily with a look at Wren.


  “This is Wren, your majesty,” Kestrel quickly began an introduction, “she is joining me in the battle against the Viathins.”


  “I’m his cousin,” Wren quickly chimed in.


  “A cousin? How wonderful to meet a member of your family,” Jonson said.


  “That remains to be seen,” Kestrel said under his breath.


  Jonson proceeded to call forth several of the imps who were nobles, and introduce them to the two large beings.


  “Stillwater and his companions have been wonderful company to have,” Kestrel told Jonson, as some of the noble imps began to depart, their visit to the wonderful waters of the healing spring. “They’re very useful.”


  “We owe you everything we have, Kestrel. If there is anything else you need, let Stillwater know, and he’ll arrange it for you,” Jonson said sincerely. “Good luck to you and your cousin.”


  “Thank you, Jonson. Luck is in order,” Kestrel replied. “And good luck with setting your court in order and in hunting down the monster lizards.”


  Jonson said goodbye to Dewberry, then left, so that there were only the five original imps remaining with Kestrel and Wren.


  “Well my friends, are you ready to travel again?” Kestrel asked them.


  “Where are we going now, friend-Kestrel?” Stillwater asked.


  “At a place where Dewberry visited me once, at a blacksmith shop outside of Green Water. You brought me a skin of healing water that you got from Alicia,” Kestrel reminded the sprite.


  “Yes, I recall the place,” Dewberry agreed. “We can go there,” she motioned to the imps to join her in closing in on the elf and human, who both began to hug, each feeling awkward.


  “Why did the king of the imps call you ‘Lord Kestrel’?” Wren asked in an incredulous tone.


  “This is your cousin, not your lover?” Dewberry asked.


  And then they disappeared from the springside lawn, and were suspended in the dark nothingness of the transport dimension.


  “She believes,” Kestrel told Dewberry as they emerged in the yard behind the smithy, “that our mothers were sisters. It may be true, but I do not know,” he expressed his reservations about Wren’s incredible story.


  “When I hear that, I think I do see some resemblance,” Dewberry replied nonchalantly, “but I have seen a resemblance between you and many less pleasant creatures as well, so I will withhold judgment,” she said as she floated around him, seeming to example his profile from one side and then the other.


  “Yes, he called me Lord Kestrel,” he added as he turned to Wren. “The king of the elves named me Warden of the Marches for saving his daughter from the Uniontown forces.”


  “And for not marrying her; he thanked you for not marrying her, didn’t he?” Dewberry asked.


  “I could have married her,” Kestrel said absentmindedly, still focused on Wren and the mutual hostility that seemed to already be a permanent, and growing foundation of their relationship, “she and I talked about it.”


  Dewberry stopped floating, and the others looked at him as well.


  “You will become the prince?” Dewberry asked. “We’re going to be invited to a royal wedding! How wonderful!”


  “No. No, no,” Kestrel interjected, realizing he has said what he shouldn’t have. “It wasn’t a serious conversation. We do not have plans to get married,” he exclaimed insistently. “Now, no more talk of this.


  “Wren,” he was determined to change the topic, “you learned to fight with a staff at Firheng?”


  “Yes, of course. I polished my skills there,” she said matter-of-factly, “Prince Kestrel,” she added with a sneer. “You’re making this stuff up – all of it.”


  The imps seemed to sense the need to remove themselves from the battlefield between the two, and they suddenly disappeared.


  Kestrel grabbed her arm in a firm grip. “I’m tempted to tell the imps to take you back to Firheng and leave you there. I have a mission, and it is much bigger than babysitting a spoiled, self-centered girl. So change your attitude or you’re on your way back to Firheng, and they’ll promptly kick you out of the Guard.” He was tired of her attitude and ability to make something as simple as a getting a new staff into a confrontation.


  Wren tried to shake her arm free as she glared at him. She was on the verge of shouting back at him, when a new voice entered the conversation.


  “What’s the hulalaboo? Most folks don’t come to the smithy for a lovers’ spat,” Kestrel turned to see the same blacksmith he had met months before, holding an iron rod as he stood at the corner of the building.


  “Why don’t you be a gentleman, mister elf, and remove you hand from the girl?” he suggested.


  Kestrel released his grip on Wren.


  “We don’t see many elves up this way. What brings you and the lady here to Green Water?” the smith asked.


  Kestrel realized that the man did not recognize him, with his ears fully grown out. “I was here a year or two ago, and you made a staff for me. I had brought a couple of elf slaves out of the gambling hall.


  “you’re a little different now. I figured you were dead; there were a gang of men who came looking to do something to you,” the smith replied.


  “We came because we want two new staffs. I like the design of the last one you made for me,” Kestrel told the man.


  “I want to pick out my own staff,” Wren spoke up.


  “Every warrior does,” the smith answered reassuringly. “Come on around here and we’ll look at what we can do to suit your needs.”


  Without a backwards glance, Wren shouldered her way past Kestrel, who fell in behind her and contemplated whether to just call the imps and disappear. He could rid himself of the painful anchor he had accepted by just walking away from her, he told himself.


  Around the corner of the building the open door of the smithy came into view, and Kestrel heaved a sigh as he realized he wouldn’t abandon the girl as a hopeless project yet.


  He listened as the smith began to show Wren a variety of caps that could be attached to the ends of a staff, then offered her the choice of a number of wooden posts, dense, dry wood that was aged and ready to be put to use.


  “He’s paying for this,” Wren jerked her head towards Kestrel when she made her decision.


  “I want the same design I had before,” Kestrel pointed to two end caps, one with barbs and one with hooks. “And I’ll take the same wood she has,” he added.


  “I’ll be done with these tomorrow about noon,” the smith responded as he gathered up the items the two had collected. “I’ve got a set of door hinges I have to finish tonight.


  “You two go on into town and come back tomorrow,” he dismissed them.


  “I don’t want to stay in this town,” Kestrel said as soon as they were back around the corner of the building. “I’ve been here before, and it’s not a good place.”


  “My dad said the same thing,” Wren agreed, although Kestrel suspected she didn’t like agreeing with him.


  “Dewberry, Stillwater,” Kestrel called and then waited briefly. “We would like to go to Creata’s home, in Graylee City,” he told the blue swarm as soon as it arrived. He looked up at the sun, now well down towards the western horizon; it was getting too late to try to get to Graylee City and then to Margo’s manor home. “We’ll spend the night there, and make a couple of more trips tomorrow,” he explained.


  “Are the other human women at the home of the humans?” Dewberry asked.


  “I don’t know. I doubt that they’re in the city,” he answered. “It’s not a very safe place right now.”


  “That is too bad, Kestrel-friend. The city should not be dangerous for such beautiful women,” Dewberry’s words seemed sincere, and Kestrel wondered if she sensed how short his patience had grown after dealing with Wren’s intransigence on the trip. The imps gathered around the two elf-and-human individuals, and the whole group transported to the room on the third floor of the elegant city home of Creata, the heir to the Eastern Shore Duchy.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 4 – Graylee Conflict


  


  The room that the group arrived in was a shambles. The bed frame was torn and the mattress was slashed and torn open, its wool stuffing strewn about the room. The window was broken, letting the early evening breeze blow into the room and through the open door, which hung crookedly on its hinges.


  The sound of conflict came from the hallway, a distant battle somewhere downstairs. Wren pushed herself away from Kestrel and drew her sword instantaneously, while Kestrel pulled his bow off his shoulder and notched an arrow.


  “Kestrel-warrior, do you wish to leave?” Stillwater asked.


  “No, we’re here to fight!” Wren said exultantly, and dashed out the doorway.


  “Wren, wait!” Kestrel called, and ran out after her. The girl didn’t know where she was going or who she was going to be fighting; she might nor even know whose side to fight on, Kestrel worried.


  The pair of them plummeted down the stairs, the sounds of battle much clearer. No swords were striking one another; the sounds were cries and shouts and flesh striking flesh for the most part. The sounds were coming from the ground floor. “We’re fighting against the Prince’s soldiers,” Kestrel shouted at Wren. “Take them on; help the people without uniforms!”


  “Thanks!” Wren called sarcastically over her shoulder as she turned the curve and started down the next flight of stairs, followed by Kestrel who was tailed by the imps.


  Creata was in the house, along with a pair of other rebels, Kestrel saw as he descended low enough to see into the parlor. Nearly a dozen members of the palace guard held them and were beating them mercilessly, as the household staff of servants was held by other guards who were using unnecessary force to restrain and humiliate those they restrained.


  Wren plunged directly into the fray, shouting and swinging her sword with abandon as she sought to stop the assault on the rebels. She dropped one man to the floor and sliced deeply into the arm of another, before two guards drew their swords amid a renewed round of screams and shouts of confusion.


  Kestrel stopped before reaching the bottom of the stairs. He fired his first arrow at the man who was bashing Creata’s bloody skull with a wooden mallet, then fired a second arrow at the man who stood behind Creata, holding the unconscious nobleman in place to be tortured.


  Creata fell to the floor, unconscious, as the man behind him released him and cried out when the arrow struck his shoulder. Kestrel changed his aim and fired at one of the men fighting Wren, then turned and fired at one of the guards who had been groping a young crying maid. He fired a second shot at another man holding the staff as well, then called to the imps. “Go set the servants free!” he directed them.


  Kestrel turned back to the other room again. One of the rebels had shrugged free of the man holding him and was beginning to fight. Kestrel aided him with an arrow at one of his foes, then shot another man starting to engage against an outnumbered Wren. He dropped his bow and wrenched his sword from his scabbard, and plunged into the parlor, as he heard the imps engage in battle in the dining room.


  Wren was fighting magnificently. Three men had fallen at her blade and with Kestrel and the freed rebel joining the fray the battle in the parlor was rapidly becoming a rout, as the remaining guards fled through the back hallway, heading towards the kitchen and the rear exit from the city home.


  Kestrel turned as he struck his last blow, and looked into the dining room, where the sprites were enjoying similar success, setting the astonished servants free.


  “Stillwater! Go after them! Don’t let any escape if you can prevent it!” he shouted, and watched the squad of imps go speeding out the rear of the room, as Dewberry came whizzing over to see him.


  “The imps did a wonderful job, Kestrel-colonel! They’re full of blood-lust now!” she told him. “How are you?”


  “I suffered no injuries. How are you Wren?” he asked, looking over at where Wren stood, panting heavily, her eyes alight with battle lust.


  “This was nothing!” she said loudly. “A small skirmish.”


  Kestrel strode over to Creata, and knelt next to the lord of the household.


  “Who are you and what are you doing to him, elf?” one of the other two rebels asked in a hostile tone.


  Wren came over immediately, as Kestrel replied. “I am a friend. I want to save him.”


  “Leave the elf alone; he’s a good man,” Wren said protectively.


  “Dewberry, Stillwater, come back,” Kestrel called aloud in elvish. Seconds later the imps flew back in through the doorway.


  “We got them all, Lord Kestrel,” Stillwater reported.


  “Jumping castles! The freak races are working together,” one of the rebels exclaimed as the imps hovered around Kestrel. “What are you doing with the likes of them, fighting lady?”


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel ignored the conversation as he looked at the terrible gash on Creata’s head. Fragmented skull bone showed through the torn scalp. “If we’re going to save him, we need to take him to the healing spring right away.


  “Here, take Wren there first so she can be ready to help put him in the water,” Kestrel ordered.


  Wren jerked her head around in surprise. “What did you say?” she asked in elvish.


  “The beauty speaks their language!” one rebel said to the other in the human speech, neither of them understanding what was happening.


  “You’re going to go to the spring first,” Kestrel explained to Wren. “The imps can’t carry more than one person except the way they brought us. Then they’ll bring Creata, and I want you to immediately put him in the spring water, and start to lade the water over his head.


  “Then,” Kestrel turned to the imps, “I want you to go to Center Trunk and get Alicia, the doctor, and take her to the spring immediately as well, so that she can examine him and decide what needs to be done.


  “I’ll stay here and make sure the staff folks are settled down,” Kestrel finished.


  “Shouldn’t you be the one to go with him, and let me stay here?” Wren argued.


  “The staff here know me and trust me, even if the fighters don’t,” Kestrel said. “And I can try to find out if Philip is in the city,” or Margo, he added to himself. “And I know the city and may be able to carry out some operations if any are needed immediately.”


  “But I’m the one who looks human, so I can stay here and blend in,” Wren rebutted. “And your friend won’t know who I am when he recovers.”


  The human rebels were torn between watching the imps and trying to watch the conversation in elvish, as they ignored the carnage around them, the dead guards whose bodies were lying about.


  “Wren, there isn’t time to argue – Creata needs to enter the water,” Kestrel answered urgently. “Stillwater, take her,” he commanded, and the imps surrounded and disappeared with Wren, a look of anger on her face as she vanished.


  “What happened to her?” one of the rebels asked.


  Moments later the imps returned.


  “Take Creata to the spring now, then go see Alicia, and tell her what has happened, and that we need her to examine him,” Kestrel instructed. “Then, after you’ve delivered her to the spring, I’d like one of you to come remain with me while the others stay at the spring.”


  “Yes sir,” Stillwater said, and the imps descended to the floor, where they reached beneath Creata’s still body, then disappeared with him.


  “What have you done? Where did they take him?” the two rebels asked.


  “There is a special spring with magical powers that can heal injuries. The imps have taken Creata to that spring so that he can live, and they took Wren so that she can tend him,” Kestrel answered, as he saw the distrust on the rebels’ faces.


  “I am a friend of Creata, and Picco, and Philip and Margo too,” he tried to explain. “My name is Kestrel, and I’ve stayed in this home many times.


  “Creata has mentioned Kestrel many times, the great warrior. He never said you were an elf,” one of the rebels bent and took a sword from a dead guard. “Now, tell those imps to bring him back.”


  “Ask the staff people,” Kestrel motioned towards the parlor. “They’ll tell you I am a friend. Wren and I just came here and saved your lives, didn’t we?”


  “You did save our lives, and we’re properly grateful. But we don’t know you, and we do know Creata is gone. We want him back, now,” the other guard answered.


  “Elise,” Kestrel called to one of the maids in the other room; he saw that the servants had been inching towards the conversation, “would all of you come in here and explain to your master’s friends that I am no enemy?”


  “Master Kestrel has been like a member of the family,” Treybon the butler spoke up. “His appearance is different, and I never would have known he was an elf when he lived here with us, but he’s been very good to Master Creata, and to Miss Picco and Miss Margo as well.”


  “He just now put a stop to the unmentionable things those criminals were doing to Elise,” one of the kitchen cooks spoke up.


  Killcen appeared in the air just then and hovered over to Kestrel. “Everyone has been transported as you wished. The warrior human girl is tending to the wounded one, and the doctor has arrived.


  “The warrior girl is not pleased with you now,” the imp warned.


  Kestrel grinned at the imp. “She wasn’t pleased with me before, either. Am I any worse off?”


  “You are an elf of great perception, my lord, but I perceive that with that one you can go from bad to worse, and I think that you have,” Killcen replied with a serious expression.


  “You, my friend, are a being of greater perception than I,” Kestrel said.


  “Killcen informs me,” Kestrel switched to the human language, “that Creata is now at the healing spring, and a doctor has been taken there to look after him. He should have the best opportunity possible to live.


  “I hope we’ll be able to see him again in just a couple of days,” he added.


  “We want to see him, to know where he is,” one of the rebels, the one with blond hair, demanded.


  “If I ask the imps to take one of you to see him at the spring, will that satisfy you?” Kestrel asked as he decided that he needed to concede something to the battered pair of Creata’s companions.


  “We both want to go,” the other rebel announced after they briefly conferred.


  Kestrel snorted in dismay. “Well, you’ll have to pay twice as much,” he answered.


  “Pay?” the blond rebel asked in surprise.


  “You know, every time you let the imps carry you anywhere, they take a little piece of your soul, and you lose a year of your life. If they carry both of you there, and then carry both of you back, that’s two trips for each of you, and two payments each,” Kestrel was tired of the distrust – distrust from these men whose lives he had just saved, distrust from Wren, distrust in Estone, distrust in Center Trunk. He felt his outrage boiling over with this last, final act.


  “Here now, Master Kestrel has done nothing but good here, and you two should trust him,” Treybon the butler spoke up, scolding the two rebels. “You may think he’s an elf, and not to be relied upon, but Master Creata trusted him. Master Philip trusts him – he’s saved Philip’s life more than once.


  “Master Philip even trusted Master Kestrel here to escort his sister up to the country manor house, along with Miss Picco, no other gentlemen needed, after Kestrel saved them all from the palace, after he took terrible punishment himself from the prince’s men. Why he was beat about as bad as Master Creata one time. The maid who found him cried for days afterwards,” Treybon’s stout defense of Kestrel wound down, and the two rebels looked down at the floor, shamefaced, as Kestrel reached out and patted the butler’s shoulder in thanks.


  “I tell you what,” Kestrel spoke up. “Let’s get some water skins, and you can take them to the spring while you go there to see Creata. That way you can bring some of the water back here, and we can use it to help heal other injuries after you satisfy yourselves that Creata is in good hands.”


  “We don’t need to go to the spring. We’ll trust you,” the dark-haired rebel spoke up, looking at Kestrel.


  “No, really, one of you should go. We could stand to have some skins of healing water here to use. Folks are going to get injured in this battle, and we need to be ready to treat them,” Kestrel insisted.


  “One of us will go if you wish, my lord,” Treybon spoke up.


  “Elise,” Kestrel looked at the disheveled young maid who had been mistreated by the prince’s guards, “I want you to take some skins to the spring, and I want you to look at Creata and talk to the doctor, Alicia, while you’re there, and I want you to soak in the spring water yourself.


  “Killcen,” Kestrel switched languages, “go back to the spring and bring two other imps with you when you return. You’ll take this girl,” he pointed at Elise, “to the spring for a little while.”


  “They will be unhappy, Lord Kestrel-dream-interrupter. They are all soaking in the waters right now,” the imp informed him solemnly.


  “But not you, Killcen? You gave up a nap in the spring to come stay with me? Thank you for your loyalty,” Kestrel said heartily.


  “I lost the contest,” Killcen admitted, “or else I would have been dreaming too.


  “I will go and awaken them. We’ll return soon,” the imp said, then left.


  “He’s going to go bring some other imps back to carry you there. It will take a little while to get them,” Kestrel advised. “Are the guards likely to come back here and attack again soon?” he asked the rebels.


  “Soon, but not too soon,” the dark-headed rebel answered. “They’re spread thin around the city, trying to put down lots of uprisings.


  “You shouldn’t send that young girl to the spring. She shouldn’t lose a year of her life. We don’t need proof that Creata’s being treated proper. We’ll trust you,” he said.


  “Elise won’t lose a year of her life, or a bit of her soul. I just said that to scare you because you were being so pig-headed,” Kestrel admitted with a grin.


  The two rebels looked at him in shock, as Elise’s shoulders sagged in relief.


  “What are your names?” he asked the two rebel warriors.


  Jammer,” replied the blond man.


  “Catzen,” replied his companion.


  “We should expect Creata back here within two days. Will the house and the servants be safe for that long? Do we need to post a guard here to protect the place? And where is Philip?” Kestrel asked.


  “Lord Philip is elsewhere in the city,” Catzen answered.


  “If you know where, one or both of you should go and tell him what has happened here,” Kestrel proposed, just as three imps arrived.


  “We have come as you demanded,” Odare said crossly, beads of water still glistening on her forehead.


  “This maiden was mistreated by the villains who you chased away,” Kestrel gestured towards Elise. “After she gathers some water skins,” he motioned for the girl to do so, “would you take her to the healing spring as well, so that she may feel better?”


  “For the girl, we will do this thing,” Odare spoke with less hostility.


  Elise returned with an armful of skins, looking scared.


  “Elise, when the imps surround you to move you, there will be a few seconds of darkness, and then you will be at a spring in the woods. Wren, the other warrior who was here, will be there, and Lord Creata will be soaking in the water, and a doctor should be there as well,” Kestrel tried to explain everything to put the girl at ease. “Just tell them I want you to soak in the water for a little while, then fill those skins with water, and ask the imps to bring you back here.”


  “I will do as you wish, Master Kestrel,” the nervous girl answered as the imps descended around her. Kestrel waved at them, and then they were gone.


  “Well now, why are we all standing around?” Treybon spoke to the rest of the goggle-eyed servants. “Let’s prepare the house for his lordship’s return.” His words set off a flurry of movement, as the servants went to begin cleaning the house once again.


  “We’ll go find Lord Philip,” Jammer announced. “You’ll stay here?”


  “I will remain here,” Kestrel agreed, and watched the two rebel soldiers leave out the back of the house.


  “Treybon,” Kestrel called, leaving the dining room and going in pursuit of the butler, “the night has fallen. We need to get these bodies out of the house; is there someplace you recommend I take them and leave them?”


  The butler looked at Kestrel with gratitude. “If you would do that for us, my lord, we would be so grateful. The ladies were just asking how to handle that matter.


  “Out the back and to the left down the alley, there’s a man hole that leads down to a sewer,” the elderly servant advised. “We’ve disposed of a number of items there over the years.”


  Kestrel went to the dining room and began to undress the guards, saving their uniforms for any possible use in the future. He then spent the next several hours carrying the bodies out of the house and down the alley, walking with the dead men draped over his back. He took a break when Elise returned as the full moon rose.


  “Here are your water skins, my lord,” she reported to Kestrel, blooming with a look of good health, as she unslung the load from her shoulders. “Thank you so much for that experience! I feel so well!”


  “Your friends are so kind! They were giving the greatest attention to Lord Creata. The Doctor Alicia assured me that he will heal, and will probably be back here with us the day after tomorrow,” the girl told him. “She gave me this to give to you.”


  “And did Wren have any message to send back?” Kestrel asked as he held the folded paper.


  Elise blushed. “She said to tell you that she has nothing to say to you, and she’ll have more to tell you when she gets back,” the maid said hesitantly.


  “I’m not going to enjoy that, am I?” Kestrel asked reflectively.


  “No, my lord,” Elise quickly agreed.


  “Go get some rest, youngster. Thank you for your service to Lord Creata,” Kestrel dismissed her, knowing that he still had a pair of bodies to dispose of.


  “Not to dispute sir, but I doubt that I’m any younger than you,” the maiden said, then curtsied and left him.


  Kestrel stuck Alicia’s note in his pocket, eager to read it, but determined to finish his task, and returned to the dirty work he had at hand. Later, after the work was finished, he went to the kitchen and laid a pallet for himself on the kitchen floor, determined to be able to spring to the immediate defense of the house if the prince’s forces returned during the night.


  He slept uneasily, his dreams haunted by visions of the dead bodies he had listened to splashing in the stream that flowed in the bottom of the sewer line. He was relieved when the kitchen cooks started their morning routine, unintentionally awakening him, then apologizing when they saw him arise.


  Kestrel helped with some or the repairs around the home during the morning, and in the afternoon, he gratefully accepted a simple lunch from Cookie in the kitchen. As he sat down in the cleaned dining room with his plate of food, Stillwater appeared.


  “Lord Kestrel, is everything well here?” the imp asked, as he floated into a seat at the table next to Kestrel.


  “Fine for now,” Kestrel answered. “The house is peaceful at the moment. How is the situation at the spring?”


  “Not good,” Stillwater said gravely. “Too many imps and sprites keep coming and going. The human woman is not used to serving so many others at once, I think. She has told Dewberry to stop inviting them all. She is not a happy person now.”


  Kestrel smiled at the notion of Wren facing a continual stream of blue-skinned clients demanding to be placed in or removed from the waters at the spring. “How is Creata doing?” he asked, then thought of Alicia, and suddenly remembered the unread note he had received the night before.


  And at that moment, Philip entered the room.


  “So it’s true – you’re the king of the imps!” Kestrel heard Philip’s voice behind him, just as he was about to reach into his pocket and pull out Alicia’s missive.


  “Philip!” Kestrel turned to see his noteworthy friend standing at the entry to the room, with a half dozen other rebel fighters lining the wall behind him.


  They embraced in a stout hug, then looked at one another. “Gentlemen,” Philip spoke to his followers, “this is our best friend not born in Graylee. I give him the rank of captain of the Free Army of Graylee, and ask you all to treat him as if he were my own brother.”


  “But he’s an elf! Look at him,” one of the guards spat out.


  “This man has saved my life at least three times; he’s broken me out of the prince’s dungeons twice. He’s set free every leader we have in the Free Army,” Philip instantly responded in a harsh voice.


  “Kestrel is Kai’s own chosen champion,” Philip added after a moment of silence.


  “If he asked for my sister’s hand in marriage, I’d say yes,” Philip said. “I wouldn’t even let you date her,” he told the defiant guard, though in a humorous tone and with a smile, bringing laughter from the rebels. “Not that she’s available for either of you to call upon her, of course,” he added


  “Where is Creata, and how is he?” Philip asked, turning to Kestrel.


  “He’s at the healing spring, being tended to,” Kestrel answered, wondering at the meaning of Philip’s last comment.


  “Is that the same spring you went to after the Prince’s thugs tortured you in the palace?” Philip pointedly asked, letting the rebels know that Kestrel had suffered at the hands of the palace.


  “It is. Stillwater,” Kestrel turned to the imp, who was being watched with fascination by the rebels, “Will the injured human be able to return here soon?” he asked in the elvish language.


  “I will go see,” the imp answered, and then vanished from the room, drawing a round of gasps from the audience.


  “He’ll go check on Creata and bring back further word,” Kestrel announced. “You say that Margo is not available for our comrade to pay attention to?” he asked Philip.


  “In all likelihood, no, even if Barston,” Philip indicated the rebel, “took a bath more than once a year and shaved before every festival. I just recently answered a letter, a letter of request from the head of her militia, Squire Huff. I was writing as the head of her family – given our father’s death – and I granted Huff the permission he sought to seek her hand in marriage.


  “I imagine the letter has been delivered by now,” Philip said, “and the good squire has probably made his case to my sister. He’s a good man, from a good family in the area. His family has been pledged to support my family’s estate for many generations, and with the way this civil war has removed so many prominent families and turned our society upside down, I couldn’t refuse to allow her to make a match with the man who has been loyally by her side and protected her these many months.”


  “No, of course not,” Kestrel said in a daze.


  “I might have had reservations,” Philip said in a quieter tone, speaking just to Kestrel, “before I saw you on your last visit here. I had some hopes once upon a time that there might be some spark between you and she, but then Growelf’s dream told her you were gone, and then when I saw you last, you were sleeping with that exotic beauty you smuggled out of the palace, so I knew my hopes were fruitless.”


  Stillwater returned to the dining room just then, just as the rebels were growing relaxed and bored. “Your friend shall return this evening, the pretty doctor says,” the imp announced, and Kestrel quickly translated.


  “There! How’s that for good news?” Philip spoke rhetorically.


  The men responded enthusiastically, as Kestrel’s heart gasped and his mind wandered far afield, trying to find a way to comprehend what Philip had so casually thrown into the conversation. Margo was engaged to another man! Kestrel had moved about so far, so often, without any effort to return to see her, and had been caught in a compromising position; his dream of happiness with the lovely girl had been destroyed not by one big thing, but by the combination of small things. And Growelf! The god had taken steps to lead Margo to believe that Kestrel was gone! Why? What had the god been plotting against Kestrel for, when the poor elf had carried out the very mission the god had set?


  “Kestrel?” he vaguely heard his name. “Kestrel?” Stillwater called him. “Is there anything you need right now? I’d like to go back to the spring if it’s okay with you.”


  “Go on, go have a good time. But I’ll need your squad tonight,” Kestrel asked mechanically.


  “Yes, my lord Warden,” Stillwater replied, and then vanished, leaving Kestrel alone with his thoughts in the room with several other men.


  “How is the war going in Hydrotaz, do you know, Kestrel?” Philip asked.


  Kestrel shook his head to force his attention away from Margo. “Hydrotaz?” he asked. “Oh,” he came to his senses, “the Prince’s invasion was defeated three days ago. Two days ago the Graylee army was climbing aboard ships to leave Hydrotaz, at least the part of the army that had arrived by sea.”


  “Lost? The Prince lost the invasion?” a different rebel asked in shock.


  “Yes,” Kestrel said, suddenly sensing that he needed to tread carefully around the topic.


  “How?” another fighter wanted to know. “Our army was bigger than theirs.”


  “The prince had most of his officers and high command at the front of the army, and when the fighting began, he lost many of the leaders, the officer corps, and the siege engines,” Kestrel answered.


  “Philip,” he tried to change the topic, “are you going to defend this house until Creata returns? Where will you go when he gets back? What are your plans?”


  “We’re just glad to know he’s coming back,” Philip answered. “I don’t know the rest of what we’ll do. We’ve been able to move around the city pretty effectively because the Prince took so much of the army and his Guard with him while he went to Hydrotaz. If he’s coming back, and in a bad mood because of the lost battle, we’ll need to find a way to stay safe.


  “We probably won’t be able to defend this house once the Prince is back in town,” he suggested, looking at his followers.


  Kestrel listened, the germ of an idea trying to form, but distracted by his ongoing focus on Margo.


  “What if,” Kestrel paused, “shouldn’t you go on the offensive now, while the prince and so many of his men are away, and the city is vulnerable?” he asked.


  “Our duty is to protect the Prince, first and foremost, not put him at risk,” one of the rebels spoke up.


  Kestrel looked at him in confusion, until another one clarified. “”Philip has been declared the new Prince, the ruler-in-waiting. All the forces in the city have united around him and agreed to support him as the rightful successor to be ruler of Graylee.”


  Kestrel looked at Philip in astonishment.


  “It should have been my father, as you know,” Philip said softly, but firmly, looking Kestrel in the eye. “But when he was murdered, there wasn’t anyone who we all could agree upon as the next best choice. I was asked repeatedly to take up the mantle, and I told them no, but eventually I realized that if I didn’t agree to unify our partners in the battle against the Prince, no one else would be able to do it either.


  “I’ve already agreed to pass on the title of Baron of the Northern Marches to Squire Huff, so that there’ll be no conflict between my two roles, and to show my faith in him as a prospective brother-in-law,” Philip finished, distracting Kestrel again as his thoughts returned to consideration of Margo once more.


  Kestrel looked at the bright daylight that was streaming in through the window, and considered. He could call the imps and have them take him to the northern manor house immediately, he thought. He could visit Margo, to let her see him alive, and to find out if her heart was given to Huff, or only her hand.


  It would cause an uproar, he knew; any way it resolved itself was sure to cause problems, whether he took Margo from the squire, or whether he failed to take her, but simply showed himself to be infatuated and unable to accept the situation. Yet if he did nothing, there would be problems as well, problems within his own heart, as he longed and pondered and hurt over what might have been.


  “The monster lizards, they’re called the Viathins,” he said aloud, forcing himself away from the long dangerous road his emotions might take him on.


  “They have the power to influence people, to control peoples’ minds,” Kestrel explained to his audience. “They come with Uniontown forces, and I used to think that the lizards were just pets, just a symptom of the Uniontown disease. But I found out that they are the disease; they make men do bad things.


  “And this,” he held up the bag of water he had received from the far away land of the Parstoles, from Decimindion, their god, in another adventure that seemed so long ago it felt like it was someone else’s adventure, “a drink of this water can protect a person’s mind from the Viathins. We used it in Hydrotaz and Center Trunk to help root out traitors and prevent treachery.”


  “That’s quite a tale,” one of the chorus of guards said skeptically.


  “If Kestrel really believes it, I believe it,” Philip said immediately. “This man has shown me things I never thought possible, from the very first time I met him when he defeated a dozen robbers by himself, on to everything else he’s done.”


  “We could go into the palace, and kill the monster lizards there, and maybe even give some of this water to the guards or officers in the palace, so they wouldn’t be under the Viathins’ sway,” Kestrel started to see a possible mission.


  “What do you say? We could go tonight? How many rebels could you pull together for an attack on the palace?” he asked his friend.


  The guards along the wall looked at him, wide-eyed at the thought.


  “Attack the palace, kill the lizards, and then what?” Philip asked.


  “Let the people know; let them know you are a force in the city, that you are here, and real, and growing stronger,” one of the rebels unexpected spoke up favorably. “It would give them hope, and it would give our people pride.


  “We could raise our own flag!” he added.


  “When the prince gets back and finds out, he’ll be furious,” another guard warned. “There’ll be blood in the streets.”


  “We could warn the people in advance, and tell them to leave the city,” a third guard said.


  “There will be more opportunities to catch his forces in ambushes, if they came out into the city more,” added another.


  “You may find that if you can give this water to enough of the people in the palace, you will find new allies and support, making you stronger,” Kestrel suggested. “And killing the Viathins is worth the cost; it will make Namber weaker.”


  “How many men could we pull together for an attack tonight?” Philip looked at one of the guards.


  “Five score, maybe more,” the man answered after consideration.


  “The Palace is a big place to conquer with a hundred men,” Philip said slowly.


  “What if,” Kestrel suddenly realized a prize that would motivate the rebels, “what if you went in and captured the crown and the seal and the other items of the throne? What if you could take the throne itself?”


  Four of the guards started laughing out loud, and Kestrel knew the idea appealed to them tremendously as an act of courageous bravado.


  “Prince Namber won’t attack the people in the streets – he’ll spill the blood of his own palace guards if we take the throne,” one of them said.


  “We will do this! Hoster, go alert the men in the southern half of the city,” Philip made the snap decision and began to take command. “Sundess, go to the eastern squares and tell our folks; Carle, you go up to the north of the city,” he directed men to begin to carry the message.


  “Tell them all to gather in the alleys near the back gate of the palace, and stay out of sight. We’ll plan to attack at ten o’clock. That’ll give us time to develop a plan,” he grinned at Kestrel, and watched the three messengers leave the room.


  He sent another man out to acquire a wagon and a team of horses that could haul the throne out of the palace grounds, then turned to the two remaining guards. “Let’s take Kestrel to our headquarters and draw up the plans,” he told them.


  They turned without any questions, caught up in the moment, and trusting Kestrel as an ally, then led the small group out of the back of the house, after Kestrel snatched up the guard uniforms he had saved from the previous night’s battle.


  “Wait!” Kestrel called. He ran back into the house to find Elise, and took three of the skins of healing spring water from the girl, then warned her that the rebels were leaving the house unguarded.


  “Thank you, sir,” she said modestly, dropping a curtsy.


  “And, sir?” she spoke up tentatively, as Kestrel started to go.


  “Yes, Elise?” he asked.


  “Would you like a hat sir, to cover,” she paused, “you know, for your own safety.”


  Kestrel paused. He wanted to never have to cover his identity again. He wanted to prove that elves and humans could get along. But if he was about to try to walk through the streets of Graylee City, in company with Philip and his men, perhaps discretion was called for.


  “Is there a hat I can borrow?” he asked.


  Elise pointed to the top shelf of the coat rack in the back hall. “Treybon won’t mind you borrowing his,” she said with a smile.


  Kestrel reached up and took the old-fashioned cap, out of style for many years.


  “Please tell him I said thanks and I hope to return it soon,” he told the maid, and then he was out the door once again, and back in company with the others.


  And then, together, the group walked through Graylee in the early afternoon sunshine, on their way to plot a daring raid against the palace of Prince Namber.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 5 – Kai’s Gift


  


  “Prudent,” Philip said succinctly as he saw Kestrel pull the hat over his head when they left the stable yard and entered the road.


  “I don’t want to hide who I am,” Kestrel explained. “I want the people here to know that we can be friends, but right now doesn’t seem like the right time to start proving the point.”


  They walked on for nearly an hour, until they reached a tavern, where a back room had a hidden stairway leading to a dim basement meeting room, where a score of men were gathered.


  “Tonight, we’re going to break into the palace and steal the throne!” Philip told everyone, rousing them into cheers.


  “And we’re going to have the help of the greatest ally we could ask for,” he said. He reached over and pulled Kestrel next to him, then silenced the room as he reached up and plucked the hat off Kestrel’s head, making his racial identity evident.


  “This elf is one of the best friends I have. He’s one of the best friends the free people of Graylee have. You all should trust him and treat him as if he were my brother,” Philip said sternly to the silent crowd.


  And after that they got down to the planning of the assault on the palace.


  As evening started to fall, with all the tactics spelled out, Kestrel went into a silent corner of the adjoining room. “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called, and waited.


  Moments later the imp arrived. “Kestrel-friend, what moldy place are you hiding in?” the imp asked, looking around the room.


  “The humans I am with plan to fight against the humans who are under the control of the monster lizards,” Kestrel explained. “Is the other human healed?”


  “He is, and he is anxious to return, as is the warrior female,” Stillwater answered.


  “Bring the human back first,” Kestrel directed the imp. He reached in his pocket and pulled out some coins. “Then take Wren back to Green Water, and let her buy the staffs we ordered prepared.


  “When that is done, bring her back here to this spot as well,” he finished.


  The imp disappeared, and then two minutes later Creata appeared, surrounded by Stillwater, Odare, and Killcen.


  “Kestrel, you scoundrel!” Creata spoke in mock anger as he hugged his elven friend, while the imps left. “I can’t believe you forced me to spend all that time with those beautiful women at the spring, not to mention all the imps!


  “I’ll never see anything like that again!


  “Thank you so much; I’m told you saved my life once again,” the young nobleman said as they broke the clinch. “What are you doing here?” he asked, looking around and recognizing where he had arrived, in the hidden chambers of the rebellion.


  “There’s going to be a raid on the palace tonight,” Kestrel said. “And I’m joining your rebels to help. This is where we’re waiting.”


  “I’ve got to find Philip, to find out what my assignment will be,” Creata clapped Kestrel on the shoulder eagerly, as he walked past and left the room.


  Before Kestrel could even begin to wonder if Philip would agree to let the newly healed Creata join in on the raid on the palace, the imps returned with Wren, who promptly viciously butted the end of her new staff into Kestrel’s stomach, doubling him over in pain.


  “That’s just a portion of what you deserve!” she shouted at him. “This,” she swung the staff just past his head, “is what you should receive as well.


  “Don’t think you’ll ever again sentence me to a day of being nanny to every imp and sprite in the land!” she told him in a vicious voice, stepping in close so that they were eyeball to eyeball as her hand gripped his chin to maintain his attention, while the imps lazily circled overhead.


  “And this,” her hand slapped the back of his head, “is for never answering Alicia’s note. The poor girl was desperate to communicate with you.


  “The note!” Kestrel exclaimed, remembering the paper that remained wadded up in his pocket.


  “So, over all, you had a good time?” he rashly chose to taunt her, though prudently stepping back away from her as he did.


  “Overall, I did,” she calmly agreed. She unstrapped Kestrel’s staff from her back, and handed it to him.


  “So where are we and what are we doing here?” she asked, turning to examine the room.


  “We are in a hideout of the rebels of Graylee. Tonight we’re going to join them in a raid on the palace of the prince,” Kestrel quickly inserted Wren into the plan, knowing that he would suffer further abuse if he didn’t, and also recognizing that she would be a useful ally to have in a battle.


  Just then the door burst open, and Creata and Philip entered the room. “Kestrel, I want to thank you for sending that exquisite creature to tend to me,” Creata said before he turned to look around the room and saw Wren there.


  “Here she is Philip! This is just the girl I was telling you about,” Creata exclaimed. “Wren, this is my friend Philip, soon to be the prince of Graylee, and a good friend of Kestrel’s too.


  “Philip, I’d like to introduce you to Wren, Kestrel’s cousin, a tender nurse and a very warm-hearted girl,” Creata introduced her.


  Kestrel looked at Creata with raised eyebrows as he heard Wren called tender and warm-hearted. He still held one hand over his stomach, and he suspected that his ribs might be bruised from her blow to his midriff. He raised one of the skins of healing water and took a quick drink.


  “Your highness, it’s an honor to meet you,” Wren said smoothly, and then she shocked Kestrel by dropping a graceful curtsy, with only her leather trousers subtracting from the elegance of her gesture.


  “Not yet, Wren, I haven’t earned the title yet, but with Creata’s help and especially your cousin’s help, maybe the title will come sooner that we expect,” Philip gracious replied, and he bent over her hand.


  “That cousin of mine!” Wren said, although to Kestrel’s ear it sounded faint. “He tells me I’ll be going with him tonight. I look forward to the adventure.”


  “Kestrel!” Creata stared at the elf. “You won’t really put her in harm’s way, will you? I’ve just had a devil of a time persuading Philip to let me even go close to the palace.”


  “I worry more for the palace than I do for Wren when she gets involved in this raid,” Kestrel replied jovially, then saw that no one else was laughing. “Don’t worry, Wren and I will be safe.”


  “How is that the two of you can be cousins yet be so?” Philip let the question hang in the air.


  “Our mothers were sisters,” Wren answered. “Kestrel’s father was an elf, and mine was a human.”


  Just them a voice called Philip from the other room, and he excused himself to leave, as Creata and Wren followed him out of the room. Left along, Kestrel finally pulled the note out of his pocket and broke Alicia’s seal to read what she had written:


  


  Kestrel,


  You’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest for Silvan with your assignment of Giardell to assist Lucretia in Hydrotaz. Miskel supports you, and I know that Silvan will someday realize the soundness of your choice as well, but not any time soon. Be careful, and give him time to accept.


  I think it was the right thing as well. You’ve got a good heart. I miss you. Come visit (quietly) when you can. Love, Alicia


  PS – Your cousin is quite a tender nurse, and so kind to the human. You’re both lucky to have her.


  


  Kestrel folded the note and stuffed it in his pocket, appreciative of Alicia’s warning about Silvan’s simmering unhappiness, and puzzled by her description of Wren as tender. The girl had clearly been a different person around Alicia and Creata than she had been around Kestrel, and he wondered if he would ever get to see her alleged tender side.


  “How was the doctor elf while you were at the spring?” Kestrel asked Killcen.


  “Kestrel friend, the doctor elf was there mostly while I was in the water, or carrying people, so I did not observe or talk with her very much,” he replied, and the other imps concurred.


  “Queen Dewberry said to call when you want her services,” Odare added.


  “We’re going into battle tonight,” Kestrel told his imps. “Will you be ready?”


  The quartet of blue fighters increased the speed at which they circled the room. “What shall our role be? What is our mission?” Stillwater asked.


  “Something that I think an imp can appreciate,” Kestrel told them all. “We’re going to go with many humans to the palace of their bad prince, and we’re going to steal his throne!”


  The room exploded in gleeful laughter, and several of the rebels opened the door to look in. “There are real sprites in there!” one of them called loudly.


  “Imps! We’re imps!” Odare shouted loudly, and flew out into the astonished room full of fighters. “Have you no eyes? Do you not know the difference between an imp and a sprite? You,” she pointed to the man who she thought had called them sprites, “probably can’t tell the difference between day and night, or even a man and a woman? And why should you? No woman is ever going to come close enough to you to let you learn the difference!” With that expression of her indignation, she flew back into the room where Kestrel and the other imps waited, as the men laughed aloud and jibed their compatriot.


  “You probably get along with Wren pretty well, don’t you Odare?” Kestrel asked drily.


  “The warrior human woman is a good person to be friends with,” the imp agreed.


  “Well, I expect Wren with be with us tonight. We’re going to sneak into the palace, and some will open the gates so our companions can enter with a wagon. They will take the throne from the palace, while others of us kill monster lizards, and then we will all leave,” Kestrel offered a quick explanation.


  Two hours later Kestrel, Wren, the imps, and a half dozen rebels climbed up the tree by the palace walls, the tree Kestrel had used in earlier times, then climbed back down to earth in the tree on the other side of the wall, with Wren and Kestrel providing assistance to the humans to help them make the tenuous trip from one tree to the other. They all were dressed in the uniforms of the guard members Kestrel and Wren had beaten in the fight to save Creata, and they walked across the palace grounds fearlessly, the imps flying high above them to remain out of sight of the guards on duty in the palace.


  The palace was lightly populated, and many of the walks and gardens and buildings they crossed were empty of people, so that they reached the gate by the stables without incident. They silently captured the surprised guards on duty at the gate, and tied them up to hold them captive in the stables, as Creata rode in through the gates, atop the wagon they planned to use, followed by scores of rebel guards, who began to set up defensive positions and filter out into the palace grounds.


  Philip marched at the head of the squad that went straight towards the main palace building, the combination residence and public function building that was ornately built of marble and fine woods.


  Kestrel led Wren and the imps on a separate mission, towards the glass-enclosed building behind the palace, a building ringed with hedges, one he had visited on his last trip to Graylee, when he had taunted the Viathins in the building’s pool. “These are the enemy,” he told Wren, as they stood in the doorway surveying the movements in the large pool.


  “The imps know what evil these creatures bring, don’t you Stillwater?” he asked.


  “They have tried to destroy our land, and hurt our people terribly,” the imp agreed.


  The Viathins were silent, floating in the water, but Kestrel could see the glint of reflected moonlight on their eyes. He pulled his bow from his shoulder, and fired his first arrow at the closest of the monsters; as soon as his shaft struck his target there was a tremendous roaring noise, as the other monsters broke into roars of challenge, distress, and fear.


  “We need to kill them as fast as we can,” Kestrel told Wren. “Take up your bow.


  “You can start at the other end of the pool,” he told the sprites.


  Kestrel heard a noise behind him, and saw a squad of guard members approaching rapidly along the path towards the pool enclosure, drawn by the Viathin’s command to protect them. Kestrel swung the door shut behind him, and threw a heavy bar down into the brackets to lock the door and stymie the rescue, then resumed firing at the monsters.


  The surface of the water in the pool grew dark with blood, while the noise in the house slowly faded away as more and more of the Viathins died, until the only noise left was the pounding and shouting of the guards who were breaking windows to try to get into the building, too late to carry out their mission.


  “This is for you Kai,” Kestrel said when he was sure the last of the monsters was dead.


  “Thank you, Kestrel,” the goddess’s voice filled the room, and a glowing apparition appeared above the water. The dim light, an amorphous blob, seemed to swirl and dance in place.


  Kestrel looked on in surprise, and the pounding and the shouts of the men outside the building ceased, as they stared inside in astonishment.


  “What is this, Kestrel?” Wren asked, as she came over to stand next to him.


  “I think it’s Kai,” Kestrel fell to his knees, and watched, while Wren joined him.


  The patch of light grew brighter, and denser, while its shape began to draw inward. Within seconds it became a human figure, then it clearly became Kai, standing just above the water, and starting to walk towards the two watching supplicants.


  “Don’t look at her face,” Kestrel whispered to Wren.


  Kai came to a stop at the edge of the pool, standing atop the dark liquid.


  “You have a companion, I see. She will serve you well,” Kai spoke. “Though not so well as you have served my needs.


  “Your words here just now have unlocked an opportunity, Kestrel,” the goddess said. “Watch what comes next,” she commanded.


  She waved her hand, lowering it towards the water, then raising it upward slowly with her hand held open, as her palm rotated from facing downward to upward. As her hand moved, the shapes of the bodies of the Viathins began to faintly glow, illuminating the interior of the pool room with light that was dappled and uneven, due to the gentle rocking motions of the water and then – just as had happened in the ruined temple in Hydrotaz – streams of energy, faint tendrils of light, began to rise from the dead villains, and streamed towards Kai, flowing into her body, feeding energy to her.


  For several minutes the streams of energy seemed to flow towards the goddess, giving her figure more and more solidity, while the Viathins slowly grew dimmer. Some ceased to glow, and ceased to feed their energy to Kai, and then when only two last faint bodies glimmered, Kai gave a seemingly careless wave of her hand, and the diminishing streams of light redirected themselves, no longer targeting Kai, but heading instead towards Kestrel for a pair of moments, while the last drained Viathins flickered into darkness and the last ragged end of the flow of energy reached Kestrel. As the glowing courses entered his body they left the room without any source of light except the glow that emanated from Kai herself.


  Kestrel could not speak. He did not know what was happening, and could not describe the strange feeling that coursed through his body. He suddenly felt like his soul merely occupied a body that did not report to his own mind, a body that was different from the one he had known all his life. There was nothing he could do except feel the body stiffly maintain its kneeling posture as it struggled to adjust to the arrival of the small dash of cosmic energy that had flowed into it.


  “Breathe, Kestrel,” Kai ordered, and the inexplicable barrier between his body and his soul dissolved, so that once again he felt as though he were in his own body, and in control of his own body as the various elements – body, soul, mind, and energy – began to integrate with one another. Except something was different, something that was not physical, but relevant and extraordinary.


  “What have you done to him, goddess?” Wren broke the silence with her question.


  “I have given him a gift, beyond what has ever been given to any mortal before,” Kai answered.


  “There is now a spark of divine power within my beloved Kestrel. As he learns to use this spark, he will find opportunities that I trust his heart to grasp and turn into victories for the forces of goodness and light,” Kai looked down on Kestrel, then placed her hand upon his head fondly.


  As she did, the space above the other end of the pool began to glow as well, with a ruddy, reddish illumination that contrasted with the pale yellow light emanating from Kai. The glow drew slowly closer to Kai and took form as it approached, a form that Kestrel recognized before any of the other mortals.


  “Growelf, my lord,” he gasped, and heard Wren’s sudden intake of breath when he mentioned the name.


  “You go too far, Kai!” the human god of fire thundered as he fully materialized and came to float in space directly beside his spouse. “This is a mortal!”


  “He’s more than a mortal,” Kai said evenly, turning to face her divine mate. “He has achieved great feats beyond my expectations. He is keeping this world’s hope alive and he has single-handedly kept me alive; I believe that the spark within him has to be more than mortal.”


  “I’ll grant you he has done more than he appears capable of, and is perhaps worthy of exceptional trust. But you cannot allow him to receive the great energy of creation! No mortal has ever been directly granted such power,” Growelf protested. “What will he be capable of? What will he do with the energy?”


  “I do not know,” Kai said softly. She reached out a hand to calm Growelf. “He may not ever come to understand the ability that he has been given, and the amount he received was a small trace in any event. This may come to naught, but it gives him some additional potential, and you know what challenges he may yet face,” she rebutted.


  “You have certainly given more to this one than any mortal you’ve adopted before,” Growelf chastised her.


  “He has given back more in return, and in greater reward than even a demi-god might have been expected to,” Kai continued to stand her ground. “He has journeyed beyond our realm on behalf of friends, and such loyalty is a rare strength.”


  “I suppose you’ll continue to promiscuously conspire with these gods from other races – or from other lands even! – to use him to fight this battle?” Growelf challenged her.


  “You should never think you have the right to accuse me of promiscuity in any way!” Kai answered with a threatening tone, making Growelf momentarily flinch away, as his glow dimmed at the rebuff.


  “You be careful; don’t grow too proud, or I’ll be forced to act against you,” Growelf redirected his attention and looked at Kestrel as he spoke.


  “I’ll do you one more favor before I go,” he said, then waved his hand negligently towards the pool. The surface of the water flared with a blinding brightness and a sizzling sound, then the room was filled with the sour odor of burnt flesh.


  The water in the pool was clean, cleared of the dead Viathins and their pools of floating black blood.


  “It’s on your head,” the god told the goddess, and then he disappeared.


  “It always is,” she replied softly.


  “You men,” she looked up and out at the men who stood outside the building, waving her hand towards them, “you shall obey this acolyte of mine, or you shall perish.”


  “Kestrel, let the goodness of your heart guide you, and do not flinch from the great challenges. You will be rewarded when all of this is over. You have pleased me greatly,” she said, and then she was gone, leaving the pool house in darkness and silence.


  “Great goddess!” one of the men outside the pool house swore.


  Wren was staring at him with eyes as big as dinner plates, Kestrel saw. He imagined his own face might have an expression just as dumbfounded as hers.


  There was no way to express the multiple clashing emotions that stormed through his soul in the aftermath of the revealing deific conversation. A goddess had come to thank him for his help, and then blessed him with the boon of transferring divine energy to him, only to receive a reprimand from another god. Kai had revealed that great challenges were ahead of him; that frightened him, for he felt sure that the challenges he had faced already were at the very utmost limit of his ability to endure.


  “Kestrel? What are you now?” Wren’s shaken voice squeaked from her lips.


  “Should we be scared of you? Should we worship you? Are you going to throw fireballs at us?” the girl asked.


  “No. No. No. I don’t know; I don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know what just happened,” Kestrel answered, the appearance by the gods overshadowing the victory over the Viathins.


  “Let us in master. We are yours to command,” one of the guards outside called through a broken window.


  Wren leapt up unexpectedly and ran to the door, lifting the latch bar to allow a score of men to shuffle into the area, forming a semi-circle around Kestrel. He looked at their faces, and saw the looks of awe and fear that were present on each. Beyond them, in the darkness outside, he dimly saw two bodies lying prostrate on the ground.


  “What happened to them?” he asked.


  “They fainted,” someone answered, followed by a smattering of nervous titters.


  “I about fainted too,” Kestrel told them. The area grew silent. “What are your intentions?” Kestrel asked.


  “We are here to serve you now, my lord. We will do as the goddess bids us,” a sergeant answered.


  “Here,” Kestrel lifted his skin of Decimindion’s water, and handed it to the closest man, “I want each of you to drink from this.”


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel called as he watched the skin being handed from man to man, “Go find Philip, and tell him that we have a score of guards who will be loyal to his cause. Go find out where he needs us to go,” Kestrel told the imp, then watched the guards duck as the blue imp went flying directly over them, nearly at head level, out the door and into the palace grounds.


  “Shall we worship you?” one of the soldiers asked.


  No,” Kestrel answered firmly. “I’m just an elf, and a human. No more than that,” he affirmed. “What I want is your help. We’re here to set Graylee free from the Viathins and Uniontown’s influence. We’re here to overthrow the prince’s evil ways, and make life better throughout the land.”


  They all stood in silence for moments digesting Kestrel’s manifesto, when Stillwater appeared overhead. “Great Kestrel, Philip is under attack in the palace! He needs your help in the throne room!” the imp sounded alarmed.


  “All of you, take us to the throne room!” Kestrel shouted. The whole collections of guards, imps, Wren and Kestrel ran through the shrubbery towards a small door in the rear of the palace.


  “Stillwater, go tell Philip we’ll be there shortly,” Kestrel told the imp, who disappeared immediately.


  “We should split up in two groups,” the sergeant who had spoken earlier suggested. “One can go to the front, and the other can go around back.


  “Wren, you go with the sergeant and his squad, I’ll go with the others,” Kestrel said, as they came to an intersection of corridors. The sound of conflict was plain to hear, and the two groups split apart, Kestrel and his group going right as the others went left.


  His men led him around a corner, and they ran into the rear of a heated battle taking place as Philip’s men were trapped by attackers on both sides. “We’re here on behalf of Prince Philip!” Kestrel called loudly, and he heard his men call out loudly and continually “Prince Philip!” as they approached and engaged in the battle.


  The battle was taking place in a narrow hallway, one that constricted the fighting to only a pair of men who could be engaged from each side, and the battle was fierce, as Philip’s rebels found they had attackers on both sides, while a portion of Namber’s loyal assailants found the arrival of Kestrel’s squad similarly sandwiched them between two hostile groups.


  Kestrel pulled his bow off his back, and notched an arrow, trying to find a clear shot, a way for him to add his fighting ability to the fray even though he wasn’t on the front. The battle was too close-fought, the combatants too intermingled in their clashes, to allow him to confidently choose a target, so after several seconds he slammed his bow to the ground on frustration, and pulled his knife from his belt.


  He held the weapon behind his ear, ready to throw it at the first opportunity, then waited in further frustration as no opportunities emerged in the midst of the swarming battle before him, until one momentary window opened, and his muscles grasped the chance, flinging the knife with a sudden snap of his wrist that sent his blade whirling through the air, to land solidly in the chest of one of the soldiers who faced his rebels.


  The man sank to the ground, but another guard stepped up into his place, and the battle raged on. “Curse it!” Kestrel muttered aloud, “I wish Lucretia was still enchanted!” he whispered to himself, wanting to use the knife as he had when Kai’s power had made it unerringly strike the targets he picked, and caused it to return to his hand after every throw, an incredibly lethal weapon that had helped him beyond measure in numerous battles.


  He felt a sudden churning in his torso, a twisting, grinding reordering of the elements of his body and soul that made him fall to his knees. The discomfort abruptly ceased, and his hand tingled sharply, as though it were being continually pricked with needles. His hand glowed brightly for a stretch of seconds before the light within became a bolt of bright energy that shot from his hand, through the crowd in front of him, to reach the haft of his knife, as it remained in the body that lay on the floor.


  The portion of the knife that was visible took on a glow, rising to a bright flash that instantaneously illuminated the entire hallway battlefield with brightness that rivaled daylight, distracting all the fighters momentarily. After the flash the knife returned to its normal appearance for another long moment, and then suddenly freed itself from the flesh of its victim and flew back to Kestrel’s hand.


  “Lucretia!” he shouted delightedly, as he stared at the knife that nestled in the palm of his hand.


  He knew what he had done; it was astonishing. He distantly heard the clash of battle resume among the others in the hallway, as they recovered from the shock of the momentary flash of light, but he remained on his knees, staring at the knife, and realizing that he had already unleashed the power that the goddess Kai had directed to take up residence within him. It had been a momentarily wrenching experience, and he had no idea what had triggered it, but he knew that he had made Lucretia regain the potency that the knife had originally held when Kai had given it to him, invested with her own powers at the time.


  Kestrel stared at the battle in front of him. He was still on his knees, looking through a forest of legs and torsos, and he searched for just a moment to spot the largest opponent facing him on the far side of Philip’s forces, then released his knife.


  “Lucretia, return,” he called seconds later, gratified by the behavior of the blade. It had acted just as it had before; the knife had flown directly at the opponent he had looked at and selected as his target, and it had maneuvered among the interceding bodies without hitting any other person on its way to the man he had wished for it to hit.


  The knife came flying back to him. He stood up as soon as his fingers had a grip on the handle, and he threw it again at the next target he selected.


  Philip’s forces flinched back momentarily as the men they were facing began to fall, but then surged forward, gaining space, making progress five or six feet at a time with every knife Kestrel threw.


  “Can we help, Kestrel friend?” Stillwater asked, floating behind Kestrel.


  “Is Philip nearby?” he shouted as he threw his knife again, this time at one of the fighters facing his own small squad.


  “He is in the room next to us, the one behind that door,” Stillwater indicated a door that Philip’s men had been defending.


  “Go inside and tell him we’ll be there in a few seconds,” Kestrel told Stillwater. “Odare, go see how Wren’s forces are doing,” he added. The imps flew away, as Kestrel threw his knife again.


  The palace defenders on the far side of Philip’s forces broke at that moment, turning and running down the hall, and moments later Namber’s remaining forces surrendered, shouting out their acquiescence.


  “Stop!” Kestrel shouted. “Everyone put your weapons down!”


  “Listen to the elf!” Philip’s voice sounded as he opened the door and saw the situation. “Everyone put your weapons down! Do as Kestrel commands!”


  There was sudden silence in the hallway. “Did you say, ‘Listen to the elf’?” Kestrel asked.


  Philip looked at him, then grinned. “I guess I did. Who knew I’d call a man an elf who happens to be one of my best friends!”


  Kestrel grinned, and saw that the men around them were grinning as well. There was a thought in the back of his mind, seeking to spring forward, an introspective consideration of his own feelings about being called an elf, but he pressed the point backwards, knowing that there were too many other things to focus on.


  “What’s the situation?” he asked as the groups began to sort themselves out, with the new prisoners pressing their backs to the wall.


  “Why’d you join the other side?” one of the prisoners asked one of the members of Kestrel’s squad.


  “The goddess appeared! Kai came to the palace. She told us to follow him, the elf!” a nameless follower replied.


  “The goddess?” one of Philip’s rebels asked, looking at Kestrel.


  “Yes! And Growelf was there too! They made him a god, just like they are!” another member of Kestrel’s squad spoke up.


  “He’s a god? A god of the elves?” another question arose.


  “Stop! Everyone stop!” Kestrel shouted. “We have a mission here; we’ll answer all these questions later. Now Philip, tell us what we need to do,” he paused, as Odare returned.


  “Kestrel friend, Wren’s soldiers are in trouble! Follow me!” the imp called, then began flying back down the hall behind Kestrel.


  “My squad, come with me. Philip, we’ll be back! Carry on and use Killcen to send messages when you have something to tell us. Killcen, stay with Philip,” Kestrel spat out the stream of directions as he began to run after Odare, and heard the sound of his followers coming behind him in the palace hall.


  They rounded a corner, and started down a broader hall, as Killcen appeared and floated along beside Kestrel. “Kestrel being, Philip says to tell you that the palace has more defenders than expected. The false prince is already back in the city, and sending his men to the palace. He wants everyone to escape immediately,” the imp reported.


  Kestrel felt a shock of horror at the thought that they might face massive forces from Prince Namber’s defeated expeditionary forces, returning with unexpected speed from Hydrotaz. They would be sure to seek bloody revenge on everyone they found causing havoc in the Prince’s palace during the tyrant’s absence.


  “Tell Philip that I’ll get Wren and her squad, and we’ll meet him at the escape gate, unless he needs us to do something else,” Kestrel passed the message to the imp, just as he turned a corner and saw a terrible battle underway in a wide foyer.


  Wren’s squad was trapped against a wall, with two score or more guards loyal to Namber attacking them savagely.


  Kestrel stopped, saw an officer, and threw his knife, then pulled his bow off his shoulder and began to fire arrow after arrow into the attacking crowd.


  “Get ready; they’ll be coming at us anytime now. Spread out in line,” Kestrel instructed his small group as he continued to fire arrows. One of his supporters apparently had a bow as well, because other arrows began to fly, and the two started to cause heavy carnage among the attackers.


  “Odare, go to Philip and ask if he can send anyone to help us,” Kestrel instructed his imp companion. “Lucretia, return,” he called, and stopped firing arrows to catch his knife.


  He saw Wren’s sergeant facing a large attacker who was about to overwhelm the man who had come to Kestrel’s side after the goddess’s revelation. Kestrel threw his knife at the sergeant’s opponent, then fired another arrow into the crowd of attackers.


  The forces opposed to Wren’s embattled group began to shift their focus. “Lucretia return,” Kestrel called as he saw men swinging into a line that was prepared to charge at Kestrel’s own group. He received the knife, then threw it at the officer preparing to lead the charge down the hall, and fired another arrow as he called for his knife to return once again.


  He tossed the knife, then saw that the charge towards his small force was underway. While it had relieved Wren’s squad of considerable pressure, the numbers coming towards Kestrel and his men were unstoppable. “We’ve got to fall back,” Kestrel motioned his men to go backwards and around the corner, and followed them as they did so. As they got several yards along, around the corner and momentarily hidden from sight, a squad of Philip’s men came running to help them in response to Odare’s plea.


  Make a line here,” Kestrel told them all. They would be able to create a deadly encounter for the attackers as they blindly came around the corner, and with the additional men they had received, he was sure they could overcome their opponents. And as the palace defenders came upon them seconds later, a terrific battle ensued, with quick victory for Kestrel’s men.


  The slaughter turned into a reversal of the chase that had just occurred, and Kestrel led his reinforced rebels down the hallway and into a bloody melee, where they managed to set Wren’s small force free from entrapment.


  “Let’s get back to Philip and help him get out of the palace,” Kestrel said over his shoulder as he knelt to administer some of the water from the healing spring to an injured fighter who had accompanied Wren.


  The full group now numbered more than two dozen, and they began to return to Philip’s location, taking their wounded with them.


  “Hurry! Philip needs to talk to you! Prince Namber is already back in the city!” a guard exclaimed as they came around a corner of a palace hallway.


  “It’s true,” Philip confirmed moments later, as they met him out in a courtyard, standing next to where the throne had been loaded onto the wagon for transport. “Apparently Namber and his most loyal followers got on the first ship to leave Hydrotaz and caught a very favorable wind back to Graylee. They’ve already disembarked and started hurrying towards the palace when he heard about our attack.”


  “Would you stay here and fight if you had enough men to defend the palace?” Kestrel asked impulsively.


  “Of course, but we don’t,” Philip replied.


  “Let’s get some,” Kestrel said. “Everyone stay here. Philip and I will be back in ten minutes,” he told the encircling group. “Stillwater,” he called, “take me back to Hydrotaz, and then bring Philip there as well. We have to hurry!”


  Seconds later Kestrel stood back in a dark room in the Hydrotaz palace. He opened a door to admit light, just as Philip arrived.


  “There are no words to describe that experience!” Philip reflected on being carried by the imps.


  “Stillwater, go back to Blackfriars now and talk to King Jonson. Tell him we need hundreds of imps instantly. We’re going to carry an entire army from Hydrotaz to Graylee this hour. Go!” Kestrel commanded loudly.


  “Guards!” Kestrel stepped out into the hallway and called loudly. “Guards! Take us to see Princess Yulia! Tell her Prince Philip is here from Graylee on urgent business!”


  Five minutes later a sleepy-appearing Yulia and Philip squeezed one another in a fierce hug, as Kestrel tried to explain the situation to Ferris as quickly as possible.


  “You want us to send out men to Graylee right now?” Ferris asked in confusion.


  “Instantly!” Kestrel confirmed. A dozen imps appeared along the ceiling of the room suddenly, drawing exclamations from the befuddled occupants. “Here’s our means of travel. Everyone who can be ready to fight in five minutes can go right now. Send us a battalion if you can.”


  “Bring the palace guard up,” Yulia called out loudly. “Go awaken every squad we have within reach. This is our chance to finish the battle that started three days ago!” she sent runners out with messages.


  “I’ll go back and prepare our men to fight, Kestrel. You organize them at this end,” Philip directed as he regretfully broke his clinch with Yulia.


  The imps saw Kestrel’s motion, waving them to carry Philip away, and they swarmed around the presumptive prince. “I’ll come back to invite you to visit my palace soon!” he smiled at Yulia, and then was gone.


  “We’ll have to send men one at a time,” Kestrel explained, as the first few guards started appearing with full armament.


  “I’ll go first,” Ferris spoke up. “You’ll want to have an officer ready to give our men direction when they arrive in Graylee.”


  Kestrel motioned again, and more imps descended. “I’m telling them where to take the human fighters, Kestrel commander,” Stillwater called out.


  Kestrel grinned at the imp, then watched Ferris disappear.


  The pace of transfer quickly increased, as more imps and more fighters began to arrive in the small meeting room, and Kestrel quickly increased the pace of movement, so that the Hydrotaz forces were shipping out four at a time, and soon ten at a time on their way to the most unexpected battle they had ever engaged in, but one that gave them all glee. The opportunity to fight against the Prince of Graylee, to deny him admission to his own palace, appealed to them all greatly, as did the wonder of traveling via the magical powers of the imps.


  “Everything is going well, Kestrel friend,” Odare reported ten minutes later as she returned from Graylee.


  “Really?” Kestrel asked, pleased to hear the report.


  “Well, not completely,” Odare admitted. “There is some confusion among the humans about who is in command. Some of the new humans we are taking to the other city are not willing to listen to the humans that were already there. And the battle is very close to starting, they say.”


  “Here,” Kestrel stepped in among the next group of soldiers preparing to transfer to Graylee, “take me with this group, and keep bringing more men over,” he instructed, and then he was surrounded by imps and taken to Graylee.


  “What’s the problem here?” Kestrel immediately barged through the soldiers in search of someone in command.


  “These blockheads won’t follow orders; they’re not going where they’re assigned, elfling,” a Graylee rebel explained to Kestrel as he gestured towards a large group of Hydrotaz soldiers who stood together in a garden square; the Graylee rebel did not recognize Kestrel as anyone of authority. “Now we’re bringing in your type?!”


  “You’re going to obey ‘his type’ when it’s Kestrel,” a man’s voice sounded. Kestrel turned to see the sergeant who had been working with Wren inside the palace, the one who had been divinely ordered to become one of his initial followers at the pool house. “This elf is the goddess’s champion; she’s even given him divine powers.”


  “This is the time for everyone to follow orders and pull together!” Kestrel shouted. He turned to the Hydrotaz soldiers. “Why aren’t you going to positions?”


  “We were told Ferris would be here to take command of us,” a sergeant replied. “We’re not going to listen to some Graylee jackhead.”


  “Will you listen to me?” Kestrel asked loudly.


  “You fought for us against the invasion, so we’d follow you,” the sergeant replied immediately.


  “Where do you need us to go?” Kestrel asked the Graylee sergeant.


  “They’re assigned to the main gate, that way,” the sergeant pointed.


  “Let’s go,” Kestrel said, starting to briskly walk towards the gate. “Odare, tell the imps to start delivering the rest of the soldiers directly to our new location,” he directed his imp.


  “You need to hurry,” the Graylee sergeant called, and Kestrel broke into an elven trot, which forced the Hydrotaz men and women to start running to keep up with him as they headed towards likely battle.


  “We need you over here,” a man’s voice shouted as they came within sight of the gate. “Namber is only five minutes away, the scouts said.”


  As he approached the gate and started to climb the ladder to the top of the wall, Kestrel heard the first faint sounds of the prince’s army approaching. There were drums beating and men shouting, as well as the glow of many lanterns illuminating the road for the approaching ruler.


  Philip and a handful of others already stood along the walkway above the gate, facing the open public square beyond.


  “I’m glad to see you arrive,” Philip said wryly. “It was starting to feel lonely up here.”


  Hydrotaz soldiers were climbing the ladders, filing along the wall top to create a formidable force. Killcen, he saw, was staying near Philip. Kestrel waved his approval, then beckoned the imp to come close.


  “Yes lord friend Kestrel?” the imp inquired.


  “You’re with Philip, Odare is with me; where are the others?” Kestrel asked.


  The imp paused momentarily, then spoke. “Stillwater is back in Hydrotaz, and Canyon is with your cousin, the lady Wren.”


  Kestrel nodded his thanks, and saw another squad of Hydrotaz forces arrive, as the transporting imps delivered them directly to the area by the main gate.


  And then the prince’s army came into view, rounding a corner of a boulevard, and parading into the great square that stood before the main gate to the palace. The drummers that accompanied the tyrannical ruler thumped a rapid beat as squad after squad arrived in the square, and spread out, filling the space, while more soldiers continued to arrive.


  “You are the failed usurper,” Prince Namber shouted directly to Philip several minutes later, after watching his forces continue to arrive and fill the space. “I have returned to reclaim the throne that is lawfully mine, and mine alone


  “I will be merciful. If you and all your followers will file out peacefully right now, and put down your arms, I will promise that you all will receive swift and painless deaths, all except that evil elf, who must answer to a higher power,” he indicated Kestrel, who was visible in the torch light atop the wall.


  “But if you do not comply immediately, then you will face a terrible fate, and you all are doomed to the worst tortures my men can inflict upon you. So what is your answer? Will you be sensible, or will you suffer?”


  In response, Philip suddenly lifted a golden scepter, one that had been hidden in a burlap bag, and he held the ornate rod high over his head. “This was a symbol of your reign over our nation,” Philip said loudly.


  He paused, then threw the scepter to the paving stones far below, and everyone watched as the wand broke into pieces when it hit the surface. “And that is a symbol of your leadership. Your cruelty led to your fall, and your control of our nation has been broken as thoroughly as that scepter is shattered.


  “You may come and pick up the pieces, if you wish to take them with you when you go into exile,” Philip shouted. “But you will not re-enter this palace as the ruler of Graylee.”


  Namber motioned casually to someone behind him, and a large, creaking wagon was pulled forward into the open space between Namber’s army and the city walls. Torches on top of the wagon lit up the area around it. The back of the wagon fell open, creating a ramp to the paving stones, and Kestrel watched in horror and disdain as a pair of lizard monsters, the Viathins in the form they most often used in his land, came sprinting down to the plaza, their tongues flickering out in front of them as they spread out.


  “These friends of mine are hungry,” Namber said. “Poma, come forth,” the prince called, and the ambassador from Uniontown came up, riding his horse to a position next to Namber’s. The ambassador’s arm was in a sling, and the side of his face was bruised and scraped, a result – Kestrel was sure – of the battle at Hydrotaz.


  “The foul half-breed you allow to soil our land is hostile towards our pets,” Namber pointed at Kestrel, “so Poma, please protect them while they have a small snack,” the prince ordered.


  Poma made a motion with his arm, and a hazy red dome formed over the open plaza, covering the Viathins, the prince and the ambassador, and several troops. It was the same type of dome Kestrel had seen before, when he had fought against another champion of Uniontown in Estone.


  “Now, allow our pets to see what they will have for their snack,” Namber spoke, his voice sounding hollow as it penetrated outward from the interior of the red dome.


  “No!” Kestrel shouted, as he saw a woman’s body roll down from the other side of the same wagon the Viathins had been in. The woman had strawberry blonde hair, and an athletic build. She was bound by ropes around her hands, legs and torso, with a gag around her mouth. It was Picco, the fun-loving younger sister of Creata. During his residence in Graylee she had been a close friend of Kestrel’s, a positive, cheery companion who he cherished as a friend.


  “Goddess help us!” Philip moaned in an anguished voice, as he watched Picco’s body squirm, while the lizards began to shuffle around the vicinity of the girl.


  “If you surrender now, the girl will be spared,” Namber spoke loudly.


  “No!” Kestrel shouted, he pulled his knife from his hip and hurled it towards the Viathin closest to Picco. The blade flipped through the air, traveling along its enchanted path, until it struck the red dome, and stuck to the surface of the protective cover.


  “Weak! So weak!” Poma cackled.


  “Lucretia!” Kestrel called in panic, “return!” he stretched his hand out to catch the knife, but it remained frozen in the magical substance of the dome. He watched it shiver as it tried to free itself and answer his call, but the dome’s substance held the knife in check.


  “Oh Kestrel, what can we do?” Philip softly moaned. “Creata will be heart-broken.”


  Kestrel held out his hand again. “Give me back my knife!” he shouted in extreme frustration, his emotions boiling over at the sight of Picco’s plight.


  His hand suddenly felt a burning, tingling sensation, and then it began to glow, as he held it outstretched. The knife began to glow as well, growing brighter and brighter, until its incandescence flared to a blinding flash and the square was momentarily filled with a deep tolling sound like a vast, heavy, metallic bell tolling a death, that made the wall they stood on – and everything else around – shiver, then Kestrel’s extraordinary light vanished, a great crack appeared in the dome, running in a jagged network of lines that spread in every direction from where Lucretia had landed, and the knife came flying back to Kestrel’s hand.


  “Killcen, Odare, Stillwater! Go get the girl and bring her here!” Kestrel’s words tumbled out rapidly, as he sought to seize a chance to rescue his friend.


  Killcen and Odare went darting through the air, dodging and passing his knife as it flew in the opposite direction. Stillwater materialized in the air and immediately began following them as they shot through the hole in the red dome and descended upon Picco. The three imps ignored the lizards that screamed in outrage at the defeat of the dome, and the small blue bodies gathered around Picco in an instant, then disappeared with the girl, just as the first of the monster lizards reached the spot and angrily snapped their jaws shut on empty air.


  “No!” Poma shouted in outrage, so angry that veins popped up at his temples, his face grew red, and spittle flew from his mouth. “You are an abomination!” he screamed, pointing at Krestrel. “No mortal should be permitted to do such, to hold those abilities!


  Ashcrayss, I call upon you! Grufsttudt, I call upon you! Enable your servants to fight against this semi-divinity! Bring more power to your children!” the ambassador screamed.


  All other sounds in the vicinity ceased, except for a gentle wafting sound as the imps appeared next to Kestrel, bearing Picco with them. Kestrel used his knife to slash the ropes that held her, and the gag tied round her head, even as he watched warily to see what Poma had unleashed, if anything.


  “Kestrel, oh lord, Kestrel!” Picco cried and grabbed Kestrel in a tight clinch. “Thank you so much, so much,” she was crying, her endurance broken after her captivity and mistreatment by the prince’s men.


  Kestrel looked down at her face, and saw a bruise on her forehead, and he suddenly felt a tenderness towards her, a wish that he could protect and comfort her to save her from any further pain or danger. She stared at him in return, and he saw that fear still lingered in her eyes.


  “It’s amazing the lengths a girl will go to in order to get a piece of chocolate cake,” he told her with a gentle smile. “All you had to do was ask for one instead of staging all of this.” He saw her smile, and felt pleased that he had managed to lure that grin onto her face. “You’re safe now,” he assured her.


  “How did they come to have you?” Philip asked her even as he, like Kestrel, kept an eye on the unfolding drama in front of the palace gates.


  “Their ship stopped at mother’s estate. They killed her, ransacked the villa, and took me captive,” the girl cried.


  Kestrel tried to sooth her by running his hand up and down her back, but when the skies overhead suddenly turned even darker with ominous, churning, inky black clouds that descended rapidly, his hand motions stopped.


  The clouds hovered overhead, almost brushing the tops of the buildings in the city, and the failed red magical dome dissipated into misty nothingness, then a fog descended from the clouds in a wide column that encompassed the plaza where the prince’s army stood, and where the Viathins stood, and tendrils of the dark mist even fell upon parts of the palace walls and gate. The fog felt clammy, but more than clammy to Kestrel, who sensed an evil hunger within the shapeless threat.


  “Get down! Everyone get down off the wall!” he suddenly shouted, driven by some instinctive perception that something terrible was about to occur.


  Soldiers reacted instantly, beginning to scramble for the ladders. “Take Picco!” Kestrel told Philip, thrusting the battered girl towards the leader of the rebellion.


  “You can take her, can’t you?” Philip asked. “You’re going down too, aren’t you? Because if you’re not, I’m not!”


  “Go,” Kestrel urged. “Just go. Take her!”


  Philip’s arm was wrapped around Picco’s shoulders, and she looked up at him. “You better come down too,” he said to Kestrel through clenched teeth, and then they shuffled off to the ladder.


  “Kestrel, be careful!” Picco called out, and then she started to climb down, her eyes fixed on him.


  He turned, and looked out over the plaza, where to his horror he saw that the fog was beginning to glow where it touched many things, and as it grew brighter it crawled along the ground towards the Viathins, as though it were a pool of shallow water being drawn to a drain. A pair of Namber’s soldiers suddenly collapsed, as bright pulses of light were drawn from them by the mist, and Kestrel heard the timbers of the palace gate and walls below him suddenly start to groan and crack as they grew weaker, while light energy leeched away from them as well.


  The buildings facing the plaza began to suffer, and the front of one collapsed, while the cloud overhead ceased to drop its hungry mist upon the scene, and then rose higher, disappearing from sight. The Viathins remained stock still and let the glowing mist approach them each. As it reached them, it started to flow into their bodies, and they too began to glow.


  No further light left any of the sources after they were drained empty of life force and energy, as the last of the hungry mist was absorbed into the monsters. Kestrel heard the wooden posts and beams in the gates below him give a series of loud, splintering cracks, and the whole edifice he stood upon shuddered dramatically, and then began to topple outward, carrying him with it as it crashed to the paving stones outside the palace grounds. Kestrel scrambled upon the falling mass and watched the ground approach. He dodged a beam that thrust upward through the tumbling wreckage, then leapt away from the tumult as the ground drew close. He hit the stones in front of the gate, and rolled, then rose to his feet and pulled his staff off his back, prepared to fight.


  Instead, what he saw before him made him freeze, just as the spectacle made every other observer from both sides of the confrontation freeze and stare.


  The two Viathins had absorbed all the light energy that the unearthly cloud had transferred to them, and they remained still as a swirling, glowing black column of air and dust and debris and insubstantial elements encircled each of them, obscuring them from clear view. The columns twisted with increasing speed, and as they did, their circumferences began to shrink, while they grew taller. They spun faster and higher and thinner for several seconds, and a low moaning squeal burst forth from each. With a sudden blast, the twisting columns blew apart, their disintegration spewing a shower of filthy fragments that struck, wounded or pierced every target they reached – one particle passed through Kestrel’s sleeve and left a rip in the fabric.


  Where the columns had stood, where the monster lizards had squatted, there now stood two man-like, reptilian monsters, the same type of creatures Kestrel had seen so many times before – twice posing as Moorin, and once posing as the king of the imps.


  One of the creatures stalked towards the two dead soldiers, and casually stripped their swords from them, then tossed one blade towards its mate, after which they both turned to face Kestrel.


  “Leave the elf abomination for our champions!” Poma cried aloud. “The rest of you, attack the palace! Kill the rebels!” the ambassador seemed to seize control of the prince’s army, who responded by rushing forward towards the rubble that lay where the destroyed palace gate had been, leaving a wide berth around Kestrel and the two Viathins.


  Kestrel looked at the two Viathins who were stalking slowly towards him, and he focused only on them, blocking out all awareness of the masses streaming past him on their way to slaughter and mayhem. He pulled Lucretia from the sheath on his hip and stared at the Viathin on the right, then tossed his knife at his opponent.


  As soon as the knife left his hand, the Viathin raised its own hand, palm facing outward in a gesture that meant stop. To Kestrel’s amazement and horror, his knife immediately ceased to fly forward, and instead dropped to the ground like a stone. It clattered upon impact, then lay still.


  “Lucretia, return!” Kestrel called urgently, and felt partial relief when the knife flew back to his hand. He tossed it again, at the second Viathin, only to watch with horror as that creature also blocked the flight of the attacking knife. Both creatures gave a throaty chuckling sound that Kestrel assumed was laughter, and he called his knife to return, then resheathed it as the two Viathins approached closer.


  He felt a hint of panic creep into his awareness, as he thought about the monsters’ ability to stop his enchanted knife. He had no way of knowing what other powers and abilities they might have, and he likewise knew that he was ignorant of how to control the extraordinary energy that had entered his own body.


  At some unspoken signal, the two of them closed in on Kestrel and began to attack, one on each side of him, their swords swinging swiftly and surely. Kestrel’s staff swiveled and turned, desperately managing to maintain his defense, but finding no opportunity, no time, to try to go on the offensive to attack either Viathin as they controlled the flow of the engagement. The small, personal battle seemed to last indefinitely, as Kestrel vaguely heard the sounds of the greater combat carry on beyond him. He sensed that Prince Namber, Ambassador Poma, and their select guard remained in their original spots, intently watching the battle of the champions in the plaza carried out.


  The hooked end of Kestrel’s staff finally managed to snag the arm of one Viathin, inflicting a minor wound that only seemed to enrage the warrior to battle harder, and Kestrel received his own first wound, a slice across his shoulder that blossomed with bright red blood on his shirt, a shallow wound though it was.


  Kestrel felt the other Viathin swing its blade high at the same time he was reacting to the slice on his chest, and he ducked just in time to feel the second blade painfully skim across the top of his head, and then he was horrified to see a small patch of his own scalp drop to the ground. He felt blood welling up on top of his head, and as he spun away from his attacker to find a more defensible position, he felt drops of blood starting to trickle down his forehead.


  Kestrel jabbed his staff end at the knee of a Viathin, then blocked a thrust by the other opponent. He felt a blade tip pink him in the knee, but he swung his staff effectively and smacked the end across the face of his attacker.


  Another slice by the stronger of the two Viathins laid open the flesh on his thigh, and he went to his knee in pain, then swept his staff to knock the feet out from under the monster. Blood started to drip into his left eye, and he swiveled his head just in time to see the Viathin that was on its feet come charging at him with blade extended. He laid himself flat on his back and thrust his staff upward viscously, catching the Viathin under the chin and knocking its head backwards with such a great impact that he heard the Viathin’s neck snap.


  He awkwardly rose to his feet, but even while one adversary was fatally removed from, the other Viathin began to slash with great, sweeping swings of its blade that drove Kestrel back to his knees, then knocked the staff from his hands.


  “Now you’ll finally pay for all the pain you’ve caused our race,” the monster croaked at Kestrel, and raised its arm over its head, blade ready to cleave downward upon the defenseless elf; he had a momentary pang of regret that he was about to die, without accomplishing so many goals that had been set for him, when suddenly an arrow struck it in the back and ripped through its torso with such force that the head of the shaft emerged in the center of the Viathin’s chest. A second arrow struck before the Viathin could even fall dead, knocking the sword from the weakening grip of its raised hand.


  “We’ll save you, Kestrel wounded,” a swarm of imps shouted as they suddenly appeared around him and pressed their bodies against his, and in that moment of confusion, delayed despair, and hope, Kestrel passed out.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 6 – Picco’s Departure


  


  When Kestrel awoke, he was lying on the grass by the healing spring, and Picco was stroking the hair above his ear.


  He blinked his eyes and enjoyed the moment of peaceful contentment that seemed to be a blissful reprieve from all the recent stress.


  “You’re finally awake,” Picco said. “I wasn’t sure who would wake up first, you or the imps,” she gestured over to where Kestrel saw a pile of blue flesh nearby.


  “Thank you for saving me,” she said, “back there in the city.” She leaned down and kissed him gently on the lips.


  “I’ll go away if you two would like some privacy,” Kestrel heard Wren’s voice nearby, a voice that at that moment seemed as musical as a screech owl’s call.


  Picco lifted her head, and Kestrel realized that neither of them was clothed. He raised his head, saw his clothes in a pile next to him, and reached over hastily to grab his pants.


  He sat up, saw a pile of clothes next to Picco, and started to reach for it, only to stop when she blocked his hand with hers. “After the way those guards threw me around, shredding my clothes, and then the rips and tears they got in the rubble of the gate, those rags aren’t worth putting back on.” She leaned across him and grabbed his shirt, then slid it over her head.


  “There; does that make you feel better?” she asked.


  Kestrel stood as he pulled his pants up, and saw Wren, lazily floating in the pool of water, looking over at him with a sly look on her face.


  “What are we doing here? Why are we here? Don’t we need to be in Graylee? What happened?” he spewed out questions as his memories came flooding back to him.


  “We’ll go back, but there’s no hurry,” Wren told him. She stroked over to the shore and lifted a tunic that discretely hid her body as she got out of the water.


  “Is everyone okay back in the city?” Kestrel asked.


  “They’re fine, Kestrel, most of them,” Picco told him, stepping over and resting her fingers on his shoulder.


  “We won the battle for the palace. The prince’s forces were beat by all the rebels and the Hydrotaz soldiers, and the prince and the ambassador were shocked by the fact that you beat those two monsters. They’ve retreated from the city, going into the western countryside, she told him.


  “I didn’t exactly beat both those monsters,” Kestrel said, remembering the moment of sorrowful regret he had felt when he had looked up at the Viathin that had stood over him, just before the providential arrows struck and killed the monster.


  “You beat one all on your own, I’ll grant you that,” Wren said.


  “Wren shot the arrows that killed the other one. Then she talked to the imps,” Picco explained.


  “I told the imps to bring Picco here to watch over you, after they told me where they had taken you,” Wren picked up the narrative. “And of course once they realized there was another trip involved to the spring, they felt the need for a little relaxation of their own.


  “We’ll probably spend the next month here taking care of all the imps and sprites who claim the right to come to the spring based on carrying all those Hydrotaz soldiers back and forth for you.”


  “What day is it?” Kestrel asked.


  “It’s still the day after the battle at the palace. You just killed the Viathins right before dawn this morning,” Picco told him. “And now you seem to be healing pretty well,” she touched his chest, where a faint line was the only remnant of one of his wounds.


  “And Wren’s looking better too; she got pretty beat up in the battle,” Picco added.


  “A good skirmish like that just makes me feel alive,” Wren said. “A little damage is an easy price to pay, especially when this spring can put us right back in fighting form.


  “If you think you’re willing to make your hero’s return, we should head back to Graylee now,” Wren added.


  Kestrel gently disengaged from Picco, then went over and nudged the imps. He recognized Odare and Killcen, but didn’t recognize the other five.


  “Kestrel living friend!” Odare said happily as she awoke and looked up to see Kestrel above her. “We are most glad to see you looking healthy; you were a bloody mess when we brought you here. I am even happier to see you than I was to see the spring waters!” the imp said brightly, and Kestrel shared a grin with her.


  The other imps arose, and Killcen led a trio over to Wren. “Warrior lady leader, are you ready to return?” he asked.


  “We will have to take you back in two trips,” Odare told Kestrel and Picco.


  “If we stand together, could you take us as one?” Kestrel asked.


  He watched Wren’s small group disappear. “We can, if your lady friend will hold tightly to you,” Odare agreed.


  Kestrel picked up his weapons and boots, as Picco came and wrapped her arms around him, holding to him tightly. “I feel so safe when you’re around Kestrel; you’ve saved my life so many times,” she said as she rested her head on his chest, wearing only his shirt, which he was thankful to see extended down to almost her knees, providing some appearance of modesty.


  They arrived back in a room in the palace, one where Kestrel was heartened to see several of his friends gathered. Philip and Yulia sat close to one another at a table, their heads close together as they discussed something. Not far away, he saw Creata standing beside the newly arrived Wren, speaking to her with great animation, and Kestrel noted the smile upon her face as she listened to the sociable young nobleman.


  Across the room, among several military leaders, Ferris was bent over a map, listening to Graylee rebels describe some tactical matter. Even Mills, the trainer from the armory where Kestrel had practiced arms so many times, was in the room, and raised a hand in salute to Kestrel as their eyes met. And above the whole mass, several imps and sprites gently floated.


  “Would you take me to find clothes somewhere, Kestrel?” Picco asked, bringing his attention back to the girl who he realized he was still holding in his arms.


  He looked down at her, and saw a surprising shadow of wariness in her eyes.


  For you, little mouse, I will be an escort. I will not model any clothes for you, however,” he told her with a gentle smile, hoping to relieve whatever pain she seemed to be holding in. The girl had just seen her mother killed and had been held as a prisoner, then nearly killed by the Viathins, and he didn’t doubt that she was insecure.


  Her dazzling smile was a welcome reward.


  “Picco!” Creata called as he saw his sister for the first time, and rushed over to embrace her, taking her away from Kestrel. The two siblings held each other tight as they spoke softly for several minutes.


  “Kestrel, we’ll be having a dinner here in the palace with our leaders to discuss the situation and our next moves. You’ll be able to join us, won’t you,” Philip came over to see Kestrel.


  The elf looked over at Picco momentarily. “After I take Picco to find some clothes, I’ll be back. And there’s one thing you ought to do immediately,” he lifted a skin of water from his goods and handed it to Philip. “Make everyone – everyone, everyone, everyone – take a drink of this water. It will prevent them from falling under the spell of the Viathins. We ought to make everyone in the palace take a drink from this skin, and then everyone in the city.”


  “Where shall we go?” he asked Picco.


  “The shops along the promenade, of course,” she answered.


  And so it was that just hours after a horrific battle, Kestrel found himself escorting a partially dressed Picco along the most fashionable road in Graylee, where Picco strolled without any appearance of self-consciousness. The promenade was sadly empty and forlorn in atmosphere, but several shops were open.


  “Do you have any money, Kestrel?” Picco asked as they entered a shop.


  “I do,” he answered as he checked the leather purse attached to his belt. It was a miracle the bag hadn’t been sliced open during his battle, he thought. “It should be enough,” he counted out several gold coins, and gave them to the girl.


  “May I help you, milady Picco?” a serving girl asked, blithely ignoring her customer’s state of dress, her eye’s briefly flickering towards Kestrel’s ears, then politely shifting away.


  “I need three outfits, one of them deep blue,” Picco said. “The blue needn’t be stylish, of course.”


  “Of course, milady. I’m sorry,” the girl answered. “Please come this way,” she invited as she led Picco towards a wall filled with bolts of cloth.


  “I need something already prepared, if possible. I’ll be traveling immediately,” Picco said. “If you only have one outfit and the blue one, that will do.”


  “Please wait here and I’ll look in the back,” the sales girl gestured towards a table and a pair of chairs, then departed and disappeared through a door in the back.


  “What traveling will you be doing?” Kestrel asked as they sat down.


  “I’m going to go home, back to the estate, tonight,” Picco answered.


  “Tonight?” Kestrel asked.


  “Mother is waiting there,” Picco told him.


  “But, I thought,” Kestrel paused, trying to express his question thoughtfully. “I thought when the soldiers came,” he let the words dangle awkwardly.


  “She’s dead Kestrel, I know,” Picco confirmed. “But her spirit needs peace. I have to go back and purify her spirit and bury her. It’s already been a day.


  “That’s why I need the blue dress, for mourning, you know,” she told Kestrel, not realizing that he wasn’t aware of Graylee culture’s customary use of blue to mourn the dead.


  “Who’s taking you?” Kestrel asked.


  “No one. I’m going on my own. You all are too busy – Creata’s got to help Philip take care of the city, and there’s a war they need you to fight,” Picco said. “And of course Margo is up north still.”


  “Picco, you can’t go out on your own,” Kestrel protested. He reached over and took her hand in his, just as the sales girl appeared, with a blue dress draped over her arms.


  “We have this available,” she told Picco. “Would you like to try it on?”


  Picco gently removed her hand from Kestrel, stepped behind an unobtrusive screen where she looked over the top of the screen at Kestrel as she removed his shirt, the shrugged her way into the dress. “How does it look?” she asked both Kestrel and the sales girl as she stepped out.


  “It needs some adjustments,” the girl began politely.


  “There’s no time. I’ll take it. Do you have another gown, or perhaps an outfit suitable for travel?” Picco asked as she began to step behind the screen again, lifting the dress over her head again perhaps a split second too early, before she was adequately blocked from view, and making Kestrel blush while the sales girl left again, though he knew he had seen Picco undressed at the spring. He momentarily pondered the oddity of his altered perception of propriety, then dismissed the thought from his mind as too troublesome.


  “Can you wait just a little while? Don’t you want to wait for Creata to be able to go with you?” Kestrel asked as soon as the sales girl was gone.


  “Creata will be with me in spirit, but he’s going to be too busy here, too tied down to go do what must be done for mother,” Picco answered.


  “Will you wait long enough to see if I can go with you?” Kestrel asked, worried. He understood the powerful motive Picco felt to set her mother’s spirit at ease, but he didn’t trust there to be a safe road for a single girl, a pretty single girl, to travel in the war-troubled land.


  “Kestrel, that’s sweet of you,” Picco smiled a sad smile at him as the sales lady arrived with a dark tan pair of pants and a jacket that matched. “But they need you here – you’re the heroic elf who has godlike powers.


  “You’re the last person Philip can afford to lose right now; he needs you. I know the way; I’ll be alright on my own,” Picco spoke, her last words muffled as she pulled Kestrel’s shirt over her head again, then pulled the jacket over the top of that.


  “Picco, please, just give me time to make sure I can go with you,” Kestrel repeated. “We’ll go back to the palace and I’ll talk to Philip and let him know of your plans. Maybe Creata will want to come with you after all,” Kestrel was pleading with the girl now.


  “Kestrel, I know what we can do. If you’re that determined to come along, then you go see Philip right now at the palace. I’ll stay here and finish my shopping in the meantime. Then you can come back here, and we’ll leave from here to go to the estate,” Picco proposed. “That way we won’t waste any time.”


  “Okay,” Kestrel agreed, standing up. “Promise you won’t go without me.”


  “I promise I will not leave here to go to mother’s estate,” Picco agreed.


  “I’ll hold you to that!” Kestrel smiled at the girl, relieved by her acquiescence. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he pledged, then left the shop and started jogging through the streets of Graylee on his way back to the palace.


  “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called as he moved past the few other people out and about, drawing startled glances at his elven ears and purple eyes.


  “Lord Kestrel,” the imp replied as he appeared.


  “Kestrel friend subject-of-strange stories,” Dewberry also arrived, “what have you been doing that has stirred such emotion among our people?


  “Some of them say you are a god now, but I tell them ‘no, he is not a god, for I have rejected his frequent advances, and I would not be able to reject a god,’” his sprite friend told Kestrel, yet behind the jesting he sensed some real anxiety, a desire to understand something inexplicable.


  “It is true that you have missed the opportunity to join the pantheon of those who enjoyed the ravishment of a demigod,” Kestrel laughed gently, reaching a hand up to hold Dewberry’s hand as she floated above him. He pulled her down to his eye level as they talked. “Now that I am a divinity I must be above the simple carnal lust that I feel for you.


  “Though it will be hard, so hard, you temptress, you,” he grinned, then turned suddenly as he heard a shriek. It turned out to be a young boy, astonished at the sight of an elf, an imp, and a sprite hurrying through the city. A young mother, or perhaps a nanny, seized the boy’s hand and led him hurriedly away.


  Kestrel and Stillwater grinned at one another.


  “So tell me truly, Kestrel friend, what has caused all this talk?” Dewberry asked in an unusually mature-sounding tone.


  And so Kestrel told her, as best he understood.


  “So now you have command of the same powers as the gods?” Dewberry asked in awe when the recitation ended.


  “Well, the truth is that I don’t have command. I don’t know how to command the power. Twice the power has been exercised, but it was not through a conscious effort or control on my part,” he admitted. “It is something that I think I will need time to explore.”


  “Perhaps we could name him as the god of the imps,” Stillwater said gaily. “What do you think, my queen? The elves and humans and gnome have gods of their own – why shouldn’t we? He could be the god of the imps, and you could furnish a temple to him.”


  “I do not believe that it would prudent for our people to choose such a god as this,” Dewberry replied as they reached the vicinity of the palace. “He would of course behave so favorably towards me that the rest of his flock would suffer.”


  The unusual trio was admitted through the rubble of the palace gate without question, and Kestrel was directed to where Philip was holding a council, laying out the plans for his forces’ next step, after having so unexpectedly beaten Namber’s forces.


  The course through the palace grounds was tricky, and it wasn’t until he arrived at the meeting house that Kestrel stopped, startled to discover where he was – at the house that Moorin, the false Moorin, had previously occupied, the building where he had hidden in the closet, and been tricked into believing that he was aiding a kidnapped elven beauty


  After a moment’s hesitation, he entered the house, and found that he had walked into the briefing.


  “Welcome Kestrel!” Creata spoke loudly as all eyes stared at him. “Thank the stones you’re back – Philip wasn’t going to let us eat dinner until you returned!”


  Wren laughed easily as she sat on the arm of Creata’s chair Kestrel noticed, and the others in the room laughed as well.


  “I came to find out what the situation is,” Kestrel began.


  “Where is Picco?” Creata asked.


  Kestrel walked over to him. “She is insistent on returning to the estate and putting your mother’s spirit at peace, immediately,” he informed the brother. “I told her I would go with her to make sure she got there safely.”


  “Mother’s spirit is already at peace,” Creata said. “She was the gentlest woman I ever knew. She has already made her farewells to this world and moved on. She is going back to find peace for her own soul. But I know that Picco will find some peace within her own soul if she makes the trip.”


  “Kestrel, we could stand to have you remain here in the city for a while,” one of the rebels spoke up, a man Kestrel didn’t recognize.


  “Where is Namber?” Kestrel asked.


  “He led his forces back to the ship they arrived on, and they sailed out of port,” another rebel said. “We don’t know where. We would find comfort knowing that you are here to fight with us if they try to renew the battle.”


  “Let Kestrel go,” Philip said gently, sitting in a chair with Yulia by his side, and Ferris next to her. “He is going because he is a friend to Picco, and there is nothing Kestrel does better than be a friend. He’ll only need three days to get to the estate, and three days to get back, plus whatever time he spends down there.”


  “It will take no time at all to return, thanks to the imps,” Kestrel corrected.


  “Thank you Philip; I’m glad you understand,” he added.


  “I think we will be safe here. Now that the city knows Namber has been beaten, the spirits of the city are rising rapidly,” the new prince said. “We will continue to administer the water you gave to us.


  “Do you know that the bag always has more water in it, no matter how much other people drink?” he asked Kestrel in amazement.


  “I know, and I’m glad you’ve found out. Keep using it, keeping making people drink from it until every single person in the city has had some,” Kestrel agreed.


  “You can send an imp to find me if there’s an emergency,” he added, looking at Odare and Canyon, who floated above Wren. “Not that there’s much I could do in an emergency that you all couldn’t do yourselves.”


  “I have a suggestion, and a request, a favor,” Kestrel looked directly at Philip.


  “You have only to ask. No favor is too great after all that you have done for our people,” Philip said, while Yulia smiled at Kestrel.


  “Send men, only men who have drank the water from the skin, to the residence of Poma, and kill all the Viathins you find there,” Kestrel urged as his suggestion.


  “That is a simple, and prudent, piece of advice,” Philip said. “What favor can we do for you?”


  “Free the elves. If there are any elves in the city held as slaves, set them free, and let the imps carry them back to the Eastern Forest. I ask this as a personal favor,” he said as there was a ripple of motion and shushed discussions around the crowded room.


  “In Hydrotaz we have agreed to establish an embassy and exchange ambassadors with the elves,” Yulia spoke up. “It is time that we acknowledge the value the elves bring as friends while the humans of Uniontown have proven to be enemies.”


  Philip looked over at Yulia. “It will be done. We will set free every elf we find in the city, and offer to allow them to return to the Eastern Forest if they so desire.”


  The room stirred again, and amidst the murmurs, Kestrel thought he detected approval.


  “Thank you, my prince,” he said to Philip, and gave a bow of his head. “I’ll be going now, before it grows completely dark, so that I may collect Picco and we can be on our way.”


  “Safe travels Kestrel,” Philip said. “We’ll look forward to seeing you return soon.”


  And with a round of farewells, Kestrel was out of the house and on his way back to find Picco.


  “So this Picco girl is the one you’ve settled on to be your latest lover to help soften the loss you feel because I am not yours?” Dewberry asked as they jogged through the reddening streets of the city, the setting sun behind them.


  “Picco is not my lover,” Kestrel replied instantly.


  “But she could be,” Stillwater spoke up.


  Kestrel blushed. “Perhaps, but for now I am just offering her friendship and protection. Her heart is heavy, and she needs a friend.” He answered, then reflected silently. Picco was a very good friend, with a warm heart and a lively personality. She was beautiful, and a member of a noble family. And there was a spark between the two of them, he knew, something that could smolder and then burst into full flame under the right circumstances.


  But she was Margo’s friend, and that somehow seemed to put her beyond the boundary of his pursuit. And, in his most lucid moments, he reminded himself that he was still an elf in the eyes of Graylee society, and a match between the daughter of such a patrician family and an elf would be beyond the pale. His current momentary status as a hero in Graylee was sure to fade over time, as it had in Estone, but his identity as an elf would never cease.


  He saw the clothing boutique just ahead, and noted that only a single candle appeared to be lit within, as the streets of the city settled into twilight. At the window he peered inside, for the door was locked, and he saw the sales girl walking about among the goods carrying a candle with her.


  Kestrel knocked loudly on the door, and the girl came over. “We’re closed,” she called loudly inside, then recognized Kestrel and came right up to the glass in the door, just inches from him. “We’re closed now,” she repeated in a gentler tone.


  “Is Picco still here?” Kestrel asked, knowing full well what the answer was going to be.


  “Your lady friend left right after you did,” the girl spoke through the glass, looking past Kestrel at Dewberry and Stillwater, as they floated behind him.


  “Blast that girl!” Kestrel said in exasperation. “Dewberry, Stillwater, would the two of you go down the road towards the country, go try to find her? Come and get me if you find her,” he said. “I’ll go back to the townhouse just to make sure she hasn’t gone back there.


  “I’ll call you if I find her,” he told them, “Thank you,” he said absently to the entranced sales girl before he turned to go, and then he took off, sprinting at a rapid pace on his route through the city streets to reach the torn and troubled townhouse where he had a faint hope that he might find Picco packing to leave.


  He was surprised when the servants at the house confirmed that Picco had indeed come to the house. She had taken the last horse left in the stables, and told the staff she was on her way to the estate home. Treybon, the butler, gave Kestrel another hat to wear over his ears, and directions on the way he should travel to the estate, Sunny Cliffs, it was named, and then Kestrel was off with thanks from the staff for his efforts to protect the girl.


  “We have not been able to find her,” Stillwater told Kestrel two hours later, as the elf ran through the last outskirts of the city. He had looked carefully along his way as he had passed through the city, but had seen no sign of Picco either.


  “She was riding on a horse, and had at least an hour’s head start before us,” Kestrel tried to calculate, but could reach no conclusions about how far the girl might have gone.


  “She is running from you, Kestrel ravager, and so she would not be likely to stop early in the evening,” Dewberry said helpfully.


  “Did I hear Jonson calling you?” Kestrel asked, knowing that Dewberry was probably right.


  “Can you hear sounds all the way from the Morass?” Stillwater gullibly asked in wonder.


  “I will go,” Dewberry said, “And so you will have neither the human nor me to gaze upon tonight. Call me when you need my charm to brighten your day, Kestrel friend!” the sprite told the grinning Kestrel, and then disappeared.


  “I’ll go a little further and then I’m going to stop for dinner at a tavern,” Kestrel told Stillwater, who remained with him. “If you want to go off on your own for a while, you’re welcome to do so,” he dismissed his companion, then settled into a steady jogging pace that he felt would be faster than a horse’s walking pace. He would make up as much ground as he could in the early evening, and then spend the daylight hours the following day searching for Picco along the road.


  The next stretch of countryside he passed through was an empty one, until nearly an hour after Stillwater’s departure, when he reached a sizable crossroads village, where the inn looked clean and reputable enough for Kestrel to decide to finally eat dinner, his first meal in some time he realized.


  The innkeeper gave him a room, and Kestrel sat by himself in a dim corner of the public room, drawing little attention as he ate two bowls of stew and drank an ale. He heard much laughter from a party in a private room, but paid no attention to it until the end of the meal,


  “No, I can’t drink any more. I can’t play any more games. I just want to go to bed and dream about my elf lover,” he heard Picco’s slurred voice speak from the jovial private party, and he sprang to his feet in astonishment.


  “No my lady, you can stay here and have another round with us, and we’ll find something much better than an elf lover for you,” a man spoke in an equally drunken tone of voice.


  “No, let me go,” Picco’s voice held no panic or fear, but it seemed insistent, and Kestrel heard the sound of chairs pushing back across the wooden floor of the room. He hopped over his table and stepped straight to the closed door of the room, then stopped. He pulled his staff off of his back, and then pushed the door open.


  “Private party – butt out,” a young man, dressed as a commoner, spoke in a peremptory voice to Kestrel.


  “You can keep your private party, but the lady is leaving,” Kestrel said firmly.


  “Oh, how, won-der-ful!” Picco drew out each syllable. “Here’s my elf lover now, come to fulfill my dreams. Thank you for coming Kestrel,” Picco stood and held out her hand to Kestrel. The table in the room was filled with a few empty plates and many empty wine skins.


  The commoner was one of four men in the room with Picco, and they all stood with an air of sullen hostility, displeased by Kestrel’s interference.


  Kestrel placed the end of his staff on the floor in front of him, and positioned his hands to be ready to swing it quickly.


  “Come on Picco,” he said as his eyes scanned all the men, “come around behind me.”


  A man standing next to her, clamped his hand firmly on her shoulder and started to try to force her to sit down, but Kestrel intervened.


  The end of his staff rose from the floor and cracked the bottom of the man’s chin, knocking him unconscious and causing him to fall backwards into his chair. Kestrel’s staff continued on in a swinging motion, flying from its first victim to whack the side of the skull of a second man, then Kestrel drove the other end of the staff into the midriff of the man who had first spoken, knocking the breath from him and leaving him doubled over, soundlessly gasping.


  “Why don’t you keep your health and let the lady depart peacefully?” Kestrel stared into the eyes of the only remaining unharmed drunk.


  The man soundlessly nodded yes, and sat down. Kestrel stepped around the table and took Picco’s hand, then led her out of the room.


  “You’re always around to rescue me, aren’t you Kestrel?” she said dreamily, laying her head upon his shoulder as she walked with him through the public room, where the couple was followed by the eyes of several people who had heard the brief altercation.


  “Not quite always, little mouse,” he said fondly as he led her upstairs. “Let’s go to my room,” he told her.


  “Will we make love?” she asked.


  “Not you and I; not tonight,” he told her. “We’ll just make sure you get a good night’s sleep, and then we’ll spend all day tomorrow lecturing you about not trying to run away from me.


  “Here, take a long drink of this,” he offered her the skin of water from the healing spring when they reached the top of the stairs, in hopes of preventing a hangover.


  “No lectures tonight,” she smiled at him, then yawned after drinking the water and handing the skin back to him.


  They slept together that night in Kestrel’s bed without interruption or trouble, and in the morning they began their journey together to visit Sunny Cliffs.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 7 – Interlude at the Seaside


  


  The next morning Picco awoke with a sense of deep regret, remorse over her actions the night before, as well as some regret over Kestrel having caught her, as she flailed about trying to come to terms with the tragedy and events of recent days. They wordlessly left the inn and traveled in silence as Kestrel waited for the girl to feel ready to unburden her heart, while she failed to feel ready to do so. He notified the imps that he had found Picco, then dismissed them to tend to their own lives, while he and Picco traveled along and she carried out her private grieving.


  The following day, around noon, Picco stopped her horse as they rounded a bend in the road. For the first time, the sea came into view. Kestrel had smelled the faint tang of the waters, but he had never actually seen any of the Inner Seas, the bodies of water that carried commerce, and in these days, war and strife, among the various kingdoms of the humans.


  “There’s the estate,” Picco said, drawing Kestrel’s attention to a low-slung, white home that appeared to sprawl across the top of a seaside cliff. They rode in silence to the empty house, where Picco dismounted in a courtyard, as Kestrel stood by. Kestrel cautiously pulled his knife from his sheath on his hip, and walked alongside Picco as she approached the main door, which stood partially ajar.


  Inside, the main hall and the adjoining rooms looked forlorn and ransacked.


  “Is this new?” Kestrel asked. “Could there be scavengers in the house?”


  “No,” Picco said sadly. “This is the way they left it. Mother is over in the den,” she motioned down the hall, and Kestrel walked with her to a small room that had a wall of windows looking out over the sea. The body of Picco and Creta’s mother sat slumped over in a cushioned chair.


  “Mother used to love to sit here and stare out at the sea. Father died out there in a storm one spring, when I was young, and mother would sit and watch the waves and dream that he was going to come sailing home someday, so they could be together again,” Picco told Kestrel contemplatively.


  “Now they are together again,” Kestrel told her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to squeeze her in a comforting hug.


  “Yes, I’m sure they are,” Picco agreed, as she turned her face into Kestrel’s chest. “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” she said softly, and then she began to cry, great gulping sobs that seemed to last for ages, as Kestrel listened to her pour out her pain.


  “I’d give anything in the world to be able to comfort you,” Kestrel said softly.


  “I just wish I could see her and talk to her one more time to tell her that I love her so much,” Picco sobbed.


  Kestrel squeezed her, and closed his eyes as tears of sympathy welled in his own eyes. He thought of his own mother, who had died so young, and then he opened his eyes in surprise as he felt an energy welling up within him, a gentle, pulling energy that felt like a magnet, except a magnet that would draw love and compassion, not metal.


  The body of Picco’s mother glowed with a warm yellow light, and then an ethereal spirit rose from the body and stood up above the flesh, facing Kestrel and Picco. The spirit was a woman, and in the features of the face Kestrel saw the confirmation of what he didn’t doubt, that the spirit was Picco’s mother.


  “Picco dear,” the spirit’s warm voice called softly, making Picco jump against Kestrel in surprise. Her eyes popped open and she whirled in Kestrel’s arms, her back pressed against his chest as she stared at the apparition.


  “Mother? Mother!” she screamed and she ran to the spirit, her arms held wide to grab the spirit, but her arms passed through the outline of the woman without contact.


  She backed against Kestrel again. “Mother, is it you? Are you really here? Mother, I love you so much!”


  “I know you do, sweet heart. I always knew,” the mother said gently. “Your love has always been such a comfort to me,”


  “How are you here?” Picco asked.


  “Your friend brought me here,” the spirit gestured towards Kestrel. “He has great power, and he opened a window for me to come and comfort you.”


  “He is an incredible man! He’s the one I told you about, the one who saved our lives,” Picco’s hand groped for Kestrel’s, then squeezed it.


  “I am at peace, dear. I’m going to go reunite with your father, now that I’ve spoken to you. Thank you for coming for me,” the spirit told Picco.


  “And thank you for enabling this,” she looked up at Kestrel. “My Picco is not the one for your heart, your foreign heart, but you will be the means that will help her to find the one she is meant for, just as I know you will travel a long road to someday find the one you are meant to share life with. I hope you both have a love as wonderful as the romance Anders and I had.


  “Good bye, sweet Picco. I love you and Creata. You have both been such good people and you’ve made me proud,” the spirit said one last time. “Be at peace,” were its final words, as she melted down back into the body in the chair, while Kestrel felt the use of his powers come to an end.


  Picco gave another series of sobs, a combination of pain and joy at having parted in peace with her mother.


  “Thank you Kestrel,” she told the silent, stunned elf. “I didn’t know you planned to do that. I didn’t know you had such abilities! You are an extraordinary person, absolutely unpredictable and extraordinary!”


  “I didn’t know that would happen,” Kestrel said softly. “I don’t understand the powers the goddess has given me; I had no idea that was possible. But I’m glad you are able to find some peace, and to give your mother peace as well.” They stood silent in a tight, emotional hug for several long minutes.


  “I need to prepare mother for burial,” Picco said at last. “Have you ever sailed a ship?” she asked Kestrel, looking up into his face.


  He thought back to the disastrous sojourn he had taken on the Estonian cutter in the north seas two winters previous. “I’ve never done any sailing that returned to land,” he answered, drawing a strange look from Picco.


  “I want to bury her at sea, to help her be with dad,” Picco explained. She went and found clothing and jewelry, then took Kestrel to get a large, beautifully woven tapestry that they lifted her mother’s body upon, then rolled the material around her. Picco led Kestrel as he struggled to carry the load through the house and down a long set of stairs that led to a boathouse on the water.


  “I need to go change into my blue dress now,” Picco told Kestrel. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she told him as she started to climb back up the staircase. Minutes later she came down again, and opened the boat house doors, then selected a vessel for their jaunt, and launched the boat after Kestrel and her mother were securely in place.


  “I have been sailing boats since I was six, “she assured Kestrel as they moved away from the shoreline. Several minutes later, when the shore was no longer in sight, they removed some of the boat’s ballast stones and added them to her mother’s wrapping, and after a simple prayer by Picco, Kestrel dropped the body over the side and watched it sink rapidly out of sight into the chilly water of the sea.


  “I know they’re together now,” Picco said as she stared at the water. It was late afternoon when they returned to the boat house and closed it up, then climbed the stairs back to the estate home.


  “We could go back to Graylee right now, couldn’t we?” Picco asked somberly as she stood on the patio and looked out at the sea. “You could call your imps, and we would be gone.


  “I’d rather stay here tonight, if you don’t mind,” she told him.


  “Odare,” Kestrel called softly, “Odare, Odare.”


  “My missing elf hero Kestrel, hello,” the blue imp said as soon as she arrived. “I thought that you had forgotten me,”


  “No, Odare! Of course not; you are unforgettable!” Kestrel replied. “How are things at the palace in Graylee?”


  “It is a happy place,” the imp told him. “Lady Wren and Creata seem most appreciative of one another’s company.”


  “Then they do not need either of us to return to the palace immediately?” Kestrel asked.


  “I have heard no one complain about your absence, my friend,” Odare told him. “They’re busy making everyone drink that water you brought.”


  “That’s all I need to know, my friend. We are going to spend the night here, and we’ll return tomorrow,” Kestrel told the imp. “Would you go back and tell the folks that?”


  “Of course, my demigod leader,” Odare answered. “I will see you tomorrow,” she added, and then was gone.


  “What are you, Kestrel?” Picco asked. “The imp may have had the right of it, calling you a demigod.”


  “I’m not a demigod, I’m just hungry,” he answered, hoping to avoid the topic, one for which he still had no explanation. “Are there pantries we can visit?”


  After Picco changed out of her blue dress, she took Kestrel on a tour of the home. Many rooms remained intact, not bothered by the soldiers who had come and captured Picco and killed her mother. They soon reached the kitchen, where the larder and the pantry produced enough food for Kestrel to cook in the fireplace while Picco straightened up part of the house.


  Picco brought a bottle of wine to the kitchen, and they ate and drank as the room grew dark, except for the flickering illumination of the cooking fire.


  “Will we have time tomorrow for me to go to the village and find servants who can come back to the home and tend to it?” Picco asked Kestrel as they ate the last bites.


  He felt no urgency to return to Graylee. He knew he had more work ahead of him in the battle to defeat the Viathins and Uniontown, but the victory at Graylee had been a tremendous one, and he sensed there was time to relax before preparing for the next phase of the campaign. And Philip’s revelation about Margo had unsettled his desire to hurry up to the manor by the mountains.


  “Who will it be, Kestrel?” Picco asked after a drink of wine and a long silence. “Who will you chose to be my husband?”


  He spit out his own mouthful of wine in surprise. “I’m not going to choose your husband,” he answered. He thought back to the cryptic prediction the spirit of Picco’s mother had made. “I think she said I would help you find your mate, not pick one out.”


  “it’s all been so funny, or maybe sad,” Picco said. She moved around the table and sat on Kestrel’s lap, resting her head against his. “All this time, since we first met, I’ve been pining away for you, while you’ve been pining away for Margo, and neither of us will end up getting the one we thought we wanted.


  “He’s not as good as you, of course, Margo’s betrothed, I mean,” she said. “A nice enough fellow, and absolutely devoted to her. She’ll never have to lift a finger when he’s around if she doesn’t want to.


  “Do you feel sad about not having her?” the strawberry blond head asked, her forehead against his, their eyes nearly touching.


  “I used to think it was possible someday that we would be a couple,” Kestrel answered. “But then I was gone so long, and while I was gone,” his caution relaxed by the wine, he told Picco the story of the false Moorin, his enchantment by her, and the shocking revelation of her true identity.


  “And your mother’s spirit just said I will travel a long road to find my love,” he concluded, as he placed his arms beneath Picco and stood up, sweeping her up into his grasp, as she held on with her arms around his neck. He carried her down the hallway, until she told him to enter a doorway.


  “This is my bedroom,” she told him. “We’ll sleep here tonight.” And so they did, their arms wrapped around each other, two people who had come to realize how much they cared for one another but who also understood that fate was going to call them to go separate ways.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 8 – Return to the East Forest


  


  When Kestrel awoke, Picco was already gone from the bed, and he heard her moving about the house.


  Somewhere out there in the world was a real Moorin, and from what the spirit had said of him the previous day, he believed that his fate was going to eventually lead him to her. The outcome would be different from what he had imagined the first time Kere had mentioned her name to him, when he hadn’t known enough about the world to imagine a fraction of the adventures that had come to pass.


  “Rise and shine, sleepy head,” Picco’s voice called as she approached down the hallway. “I want to get into the village and secure some help to keep the estate running.” She came in to the room with a glass of juice that Kestrel gratefully accepted, and soon after that they were strolling down the road, towards the nearest village; the people of the village had traditionally turned to the estate for leadership and governance, so that Picco was recognized and offered condolences by many of the residents she passed.


  Picco received odd glances for her appearance with an elf beside her, but no questions were raised, as she talked to the former servants, and persuaded them that further attacks on the home would not happen. By midafternoon she had all the arrangement made that were needed for all the former staff to return.


  “We’re ready to go back to Graylee,’ she told Kestrel as they walked back up the hill to the estate. “Let’s go say good bye to the house and then be on our way back to Graylee.”


  Soon thereafter, once Picco had walked through all the rooms and wistfully recollected her mother’s burial, she nodded to Kestrel. “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called, and the imp appeared immediately.


  “Kestrel absent leader friend, I rejoice to hear from you and know that you are alive,” Stillwater greeted him. “Lovely human woman, I celebrate your continued life too,” he politely added.


  “We are ready to return to Graylee, if you think they will still remember us and accept us there,” Kestrel told his friend. Stillwater looked at him silently, and Kestrel could see from the faraway look in the imp’s eye’s that he was exercising that silent means the imps and sprites shared that allowed them to communication.


  Odare, Canyon, and Killcen appeared next to Stillwater. “We are here! Are you going to return and begin leading us all towards a great battle, a tumultuous conflict, in which we will defeat the evil ones?” Odare asked.


  “That sounds a bit dramatic,” Kestrel told the imp wryly.


  “I offer such drama as a special service, just for you, Kestrel friend!” she flashed her blue smile.


  “Let’s get ready, Picco,” Kestrel held out his hand, and as the girl stepped over to take it, he pulled her into another cozy hug, feeling again a special bond with the girl, and a regret that the spirit of her mother had prophesized they would go on to find other companions besides each other; it seemed almost as if he was living the crux of one of the philosophical musings that Arlen had occasionally shared during their training matches in Firheng, when the trainer had observed that men universally most wanted a thing just after they discovered they could not have it.


  The imps closed in around them, and then the experience of shifting through the darkness and cold gripped them. Kestrel tried to count in his mind to know how long it lasted, but the numbers didn’t come, and then he was free of the paralysis, and back standing in the throne room of the palace at Graylee.


  The imps floated away, and Kestrel and Picco saw that several people had gathered in the room for their return.


  “We’re glad to have you back,” Wren said to Kestrel first. “We’ve had to put off starting the next war because everyone wants to have you on our side. I told them we could let you enjoy your little vacation and we could go out and win the war without you, but they all want to have you along.”


  She was more than halfway serious about her desire to go out and begin to fight another war, Kestrel was sure.


  Creata came up beside her. “I hope you two did right by mother. Thank you for taking care of her,” he said. “You have a good time together?”


  “We did,” Picco agreed. “We talked with mother’s spirit. She is at peace. She said that she loves both of us and that we made her proud,” She let loose of Kestrel at last, and threw her arms around her brother in a tight, loving hug. He looked over her head at Kestrel with a question in his eyes about the extraordinary claim.


  “It’s true,” Kestrel agreed. “Her spirit did talk to us. She is at peace, and going to see your father on the other side.”


  “We buried her at sea,” Picco’s muffled voice rose from Creata’s shoulder. The two siblings turned, and walked off together.


  Ferris came up and stood next to Wren.


  “Good to see you still here helping, my friend,” Kestrel spoke to him, holding out his hand to shake. He should do the same for his cousin, he knew, but the girl still managed to irritate him, and so he ignored her presence to talk to the Hydrotaz officer. “What’s the situation here? There must be something afoot if you’re still in Graylee? Is Yulia still here?”


  “Perhaps despite her personal inclination, her majesty has returned to her people in Hydrotaz, but we do have a sizable force still here,” the officer answered.


  “Prince Namber and his forces have reportedly rendezvoused with the rest of the Graylee force that retreated from Hydrotaz, and they occupy Channelport now, with their whole fleet in the city’s harbor. Her Majesty has set the Hydrotaz army in motion to reach that city, and Prince Philip has been only waiting for your return so that he can send his forces from Graylee to join in the siege.”


  “There’s no irony in that, is there?” Kestrel commented, thinking about how recently Namber had been besieging Hydrotaz City. The situation had reversed with extreme rapidity.


  Lord Kestrel?” a rebel guard came up to him, “Prince Philip would like to speak with you at your earliest convenience.”


  “Please lead the way,” Kestrel told the guard. He looked around; Picco and Creata were sitting, talking to each other; Ferris nodded his head and left to return to duties; Wren stood alone in the room. “You want to come along for this? We’ll probably talk about battles,” Kestrel asked his presumptive cousin. She willingly acquiesced, and together they followed the guardsman to an ornate parlor that had apparently been converted to a strategy room, with maps spread upon tables.


  “Kestrel! You’ve returned! How is Picco? Did everything go well?” Philip asked, raising his head from his study of the maps.


  “All is well. Picco is at peace and she is back here now,” Kestrel replied. “What have you been up to while I’ve been away?”


  “We’ve been diligently spreading the water around among the people of the city to protect them from the mind control of the monster lizards,” Philip answered. “I think we would have had resistance to the notion if so many people hadn’t seen those monsters change form and fight you in front of the gate when you rescued Picco; that was a very persuasive story.”


  Kestrel grew distracted momentarily, thinking of Picco, glad she was at peace with her mother, and now safely with her brother, but wondering whether he could defy the edict her mother’s spirit had delivered, that the two of them were not meant to be a couple.


  “Kestrel, come back to earth,” Wren gave him a nudge, recalling him to the present.


  “The prince was saying,” Wren prompted.


  “I was saying that we are going to launch all of our forces against Channelport,” Philip repeated.


  “Ferris said that Yulia is sending her army from Hydrotaz to Channelport as well,” Kestrel spoke.


  “She is,” Philip grinned. “They’ve got a long march ahead of them; we won’t need to leave for another day in order to rendezvous with them outside Channelport.


  “We slew all the monster lizards at Poma’s home, and we’ve had squads searching the city for others – we’ve found some too,” Philip said.


  “What can I do to help?” Kestrel asked.


  “We thought you might like to oversee a project,” Philip answered. He looked over at Wren with a warm smile. “We’ve located ninety elves who were held as slaves in the city, and we’ve used Namber’s money to buy them from their owners. They’re all here at the palace, and we thought you might like to arrange for them to return to the Eastern Forest.”


  Kestrel felt his eyes immediately well up at the thought of so many elves being freed from bondage. He rubbed his knuckles across his eyes.


  “I’ve spoken to them in Elvish to explain what is happening,” Wren said. “Many of them still don’t believe it’s real.”


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel called.


  “Yes Kestrel friend,” the imp replied instantly, having followed Kestrel to the room, “I presume you wish for our services to carry your countrymen home?”


  “It will be the kindest service you will ever do on my behalf,” Kestrel assured him.


  “If you can take care of this matter of the homecoming of the elves today, we’ll be ready to have our forces leave the city tomorrow to head towards Channelport,” Philip said.


  “Let’s go,” Kestrel stood up. “Stillwater, would you take me back to Center Trunk immediately so I can prepare the palace for the return of the lost?”


  Odare and Canyon arrived moments later. “I’ll see you all soon,” Kestrel told Philip and Wren, and then disappeared.


  They came back to the world in a room in the palace, much to Kestrel’s surprise. “I just assumed we would go to Alicia’s room,” Kestrel commented, “but this is fine, of course.”


  “We thought that you would be more comfortable here,” Odare said.


  Kestrel thought of the frosty relations he had left behind in Silvan’s office, and wondered silently at the perceptiveness of the imps. As lightly as he often took them, and as silly as Dewberry and even Odare behaved at times, they often displayed a shrewd judgment that he knew was an asset.


  “I think you choose wisely, thank you. Let’s make this the place we’ll bring all the elves back to,” Kestrel replied. “Let me go find Elder Miskel to tell him what is happening, and then we can begin. Why don’t you go alert any other imps you wish to help carry them home,” Kestrel said. He walked over to the door and opened it, then stepped into the hallway, and was soon escorted by a palace guard to Miskel’s office.


  “You’ll have ninety elves back home this afternoon?” the military leader nearly shouted in amazement. He leapt up from his desk chair, and they walked rapidly back to the parlor as Kestrel explained the victory at Graylee, and Philip’s emancipation of the elves.


  “We have to start getting things ready for them! How soon will they arrive?” Miskel asked Kestrel, then started shouting for aides and giving orders as soon as Kestrel explained how quickly the transfer would occur. “I need to alert his majesty,” Miskel suddenly realized. “He and the princess will want to welcome our lost comrades home.”


  Kestrel considered the arrival of the royal family as both appropriate and potentially awkward. His last audience with the princess had ended with her assertion that Kestrel might consider asking for her hand in marriage. Though she was a kind, and attractive woman, Kestrel was not prepared to take such a step.


  “I’ll go back to Graylee and start sending them home to you. Good bye Elder,” Kestrel said.


  “Won’t you return? The royals will want to thank you for this precious gift!” Miskel protested.


  “I’ll send my cousin, who is also part-elf and part-human,” Kestrel was suddenly inspired to say. “She’s never been to the palace in Center Trunk. It will be a treat for her,” he said, and then summoned imps to help him escape back to Graylee.


  “I’m sending you to Center Trunk,” He told Wren as soon as he arrived, “to help explain anything they need to know about what’s been happening here.” There were numerous elves sitting and standing in the large parlor room, he noted, the men and women who were mostly unable to fully believe that their nightmarish lives as slaves were about to come to an end.


  “Shouldn’t you be doing that?” she asked.


  “I’m going to go to the healing spring to get the water these folks will need to recover from their enslavement,” he motioned around the room, to where the occupants were almost universally deliberately crippled in some fashion to prevent their escape, “and would you do me a favor by letting me stay away from the palace?” he added confidentially, causing Wren to raise her eyebrows.


  Kestrel spoke loudly to the elves in the room, explaining that the imps would carry them all the way to Center Trunk in a matter of moments, beginning immediately, and he saw many of them begin to weep. “Wren will be at the other end, at the royal palace in Center Trunk, when you arrive there, in case you have any questions or need to explain anything about issues in Graylee,” he finished.


  “I’ll need to be back here for dinner,” Wren said with a slight trace of anxiety. “Will this be done in time?”


  “You have urgent dinner plans?” Kestrel asked curiously.


  “With Creata, and Picco,” Wren muttered, apparently not wanting to admit who her companion would be.


  “I’ll make sure you return in time for dinner,” Kestrel assured her, then watched a trio of imps descend from the floating crowd that had gathered in the room to assist with the transport. They took Wren first, and Kestrel waited for a few moments to give her time to arrive at the palace in Center Trunk and to explain to the greeters on the other end who she was and what was going to happen.


  Kestrel helped organize the beginning of the homecoming, hugging each of the first several elves as they prepared to depart, and setting up the system for the rest of the elves to know when their turn to travel would arrive. Four teams of imps rotated through the process, while Kestrel commandeered a fifth group.


  “Please take me to Alicia’s room in Center Trunk,” he requested.


  The room was empty when he arrived, and Alicia was gone from her work room as well, forcing Kestrel to make the decision to go and face Silvan with the news of what was underway. He ponderously climbed the stairs, then announced himself to Chion, the guard, who ushered him into Silvan’s room after what seemed to Kestrel like an unnecessarily long wait.


  “Well, great diplomat, what brings you back to this humble office today?” Silvan asked coldly, discouraging Kestrel, who had hoped that Silvan’s heart might have warmed to him.


  “I thought you might want to head over to the palace to greet the elves who are coming home from Graylee,” Kestrel answered.


  Silvan’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?” he asked in a softer tone.


  Kestrel launched into a condensed version of the history of the victory in Graylee, and Philip’s granting of Kestrel’s request. Silvan alternately smiled and gaped in astonishment.


  “You know, you’ve created quite a problem for yourself now,” Silvan said when Kestrel finished his brief narrative.


  Kestrel looked at the spy leader, confused.


  “The palace is going to conclude that there is nothing in the world beyond your ability to take care of, and therefore they will expect you to do everything. How are you at breaking droughts and ending plagues? Soon the king will expect you to take care of such things!” Silvan smiled.


  I’m teasing you, Kestrel,” Silvan said calmly. “So, what can I do to help? Anything?”


  “I need to start bringing lots of skins of water from the healing spring,” Kestrel answered. “Would you tell the quartermaster to give me all that I want?”


  “Chion?” Silvan called loudly, and waited for the door to open. “Would you escort Kestrel to the supply depot, and see that he receives all the water skins he wants?”


  “Yes sir,” the guard answered, as Kestrel rose to go.


  “Will you be back?” Silvan asked.


  “I’d like to, but this may take a while, and I need to get ready to march with Graylee’s army tomorrow,” Kestrel made his excuses as he stood.


  “Have you seen Alicia?” Silvan asked.


  “No,” Kestrel answered, “please tell her I said hello,” he held out his hand and shook with Silvan. “And let her know that I’ll send lots of healing spring water back to the palace, to be used to heal the returning slaves. She should do it there; it will be like her treatment of Termine and Hinger, the first slaves we set free from Green Water back once upon a time, and Lucretia too, for that matter. Thank you, sir.”


  “Thank you for bringing so many lost souls home. Come back and tell us of some new miraculous victory soon,” Silvan called as the two men left his office.


  Kestrel walked out with a slight smile, pleased to have re-established a warmer relationship with Colonel Silvan. He followed the silent Chion along the paths of the guard base at Center Trunk, and stood silently by as Chion authorized the transfer of water skins to Kestrel.


  “How many?” the clerk at the supply depot counter asked.


  “Three dozen?” Kestrel wasn’t sure how many would be enough.


  “You’re mighty thirsty, aren’t you?” the clerk asked.


  “I’ll use them all,” Kestrel assured the clerk. Chion silently excused himself from the depot and returned to Silvan’s office.


  “Canyon, Canyon, Canyon,” Kestrel called for one of his imp companions.


  “Kestrel friend, I would not have thought to look for you here,” the imp spoke upon his arrival.


  “I’ll need you and a couple of others to carry me to the healing spring,” Kestrel explained, as he heard the clerk rummaging in the back of the supply storage area.


  “I am sure I will find many volunteers,” the imp immediately responded.


  “There will be some work required before we soak in the water,” Kestrel warned.


  As he finished the sentence, four more arrived, and the stock clerk carried the large pile of water skins out to the counter, then unknowingly dropped them all as he caught sight of the imps waiting in the front of the depot.


  “Thank you. We’ll take them from here,” Kestrel assured the unsteady clerk, whose eyes had a wild look to them as he backed towards the stock rooms behind him. Kestrel and the imps gathered up the skins, and then traveled to the spring, where it was raining.


  “No one can get in the spring until all these water skins are filled and taken back to the elf palace,” Kestrel announced sternly.


  “The imps groaned in consternation, as Kestrel removed his boots and stepped into the water, then began filling the skins with water, corking them, and tossing them up onto the ground.


  “You can start taking them now,” Kestrel pointedly said to the pouting imps. “Take them to Wren, and tell her to give each arriving elf a drink, then pour some of the water on any significant wounds or injuries.


  “When we have all the skins filled, then you can rest in the waters and dream, I promise,” Kestrel assured the imps of their expected reward, delayed but assured, and he saw them begin to carry out their duty with relative diligence.


  The sun moved across the western sky, hidden by the rain clouds, as Kestrel worked and the imps worked. As soon as the last water bag was on its way to the palace, his companions began to disrobe, and waited for Kestrel to immerse them in the waters of the spring. No sooner had he finished than a half dozen other imps arrived.


  “Canyon said that when the work was done we could get in the water, and we’ve finished carrying all the elves from the human place to the elf place,” one of them explained. Kestrel felt appreciative of the imps’ help in implementing the freedom of the former slaves – it had paid no direct or even indirect benefits to the imps for the elves to go home, but they had done the task anyway, so he gladly submerged the new arrivals, and then the two groups that came after that. By the time the sun set, it was a warm, wet summer night, and Kestrel was sitting alone on the bank of the spring-fed pool looking at the numerous resting imps who filled the shallow portion of the spring.


  “You’re going places I didn’t envision,” Kere’s voice floated to his ears. He turned around, and saw the elven goddess, faintly glowing, walking towards him. She appeared as she had the first time he had seen her, as a grandmotherly figure. “And that’s not something easy to accomplish. I wonder if it’s because you left our world and went to a different place,” she seemed to speak to herself for a moment.


  “Kere, my goddess,” Kestrel was surprised, pleased, and slightly frightened to see the elven goddess again. It felt as though he had not seen her in a very long time.


  “I hope you are pleased with what I am doing,” he told her.


  “For the most part, my sweet, I am pleased. I’m also puzzled, and concerned,” she told him as she came up next to him.


  “What concerns you my goddess?” he asked her. Kere was not as imposing or frightening a figure as Growelf or Kai; she represented a comfortable aspect of godhood that Kestrel felt he could ask questions of.


  “Kestrel there are two things. One, the simpler of the two, is the fact that you are not yet searching for Moorin, and without searching for the girl, you will never find her,” the goddess said.


  “But I haven’t had time!” Kestrel protested.


  “You’ve been busy, I grant you that,” Kere conceded, “but your busy-ness factor is about to plummet, and you need to turn your attention to what’s important.


  “And the second thing is this business with Kai siphoning some of the great energy off to you. No one has any idea how that is going to turn out – you don’t know, she doesn’t know, even I don’t know, and that worries me,” the goddess told him.


  “But it’s worked well so far!” Kestrel assured her. “It helped in the battle with the Viathins; it helped to let Picco’s mother come visit and talk,” he explained.


  “And how exactly does it work?” Kere asked.


  “I, I don’t know,” Kestrel stuttered his admission.


  “And so you don’t know if you’ll be able to channel its use when you need it in the future, or even worse, you don’t know if you might accidently use it the wrong way, to make matters worse,” Kere said. “No mortal has had this before Kestrel; it worries me. It worries me less because it’s you than any other mortal’s potential would worry me, but it is still an unpredictable element that could lead to worse instead of better.”


  They were each silent for several long seconds after that, listening to the rain fall upon the water.


  “Oh Kestrel, you are such a good boy,” Kere said at last, fondly. “Be careful. You’ve got big things coming up in your future.”


  “I will be careful, my goddess,” Kestrel answered her, wondering if there would ever be a time when he wouldn’t have big things coming up. He longed to know that more peaceful days were coming.


  “Goddess,” he suddenly asked, “is Wren really my cousin?”


  “She is,” Kere confirmed.


  Kestrel felt no elation. He didn’t find any warmth in his heart for the prickly girl, and realized that he had secretly hoped her story might be false. “Thank you, goddess,” he muttered.


  “I’ll leave you now Kestrel, but I will continue to watch over you. Go out, soon, very soon, and find Moorin,” the goddess said. “When you find her, you’ll find the way to provide many answers,” she added mysteriously, and then she was gone.


  The rain stopped falling. The sound of the drops hitting the water was suddenly ended, and only the random drops falling from the leaves of the overhanging trees continued to break the silence with their musical notes. Kestrel dropped his head and closed his eyes as he thought about all that Kere had told him, and unknowingly, he fell asleep, and slept in that posture all night long.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 9 – The Channelport Campaign


  


  When Kestrel awoke the next morning he was curled up on the wet ground, cold. He saw the approaching morning light limning the horizon, and stretched himself out, then stood slowly. He’d spent the night in neither Graylee nor Center Trunk. Although he was cold and stiff, he was satisfied that he’d not been in close proximity with Princess Elwean in one case, or Wren and Picco in the other. Being with the princess might have led to another discussion about an engagement he didn’t seek, while being with Picco would have reminded him that he had discovered that he wanted the girl who he had recently been told he could not have. And being with Wren would have been annoying.


  He began to haul the imps from the water, laying them in crooked rows across the grass as he tried to hurry them all out of the spring water. He wanted to return to the palace in Graylee, and he wanted to take a hot bath, then put on dry clothes, in preparation for the beginning of the campaign against Channelport. The outcome of the battle was difficult to predict; it was difficult to think about even, Kestrel thought – a city of innocent residents were being occupied by Prince Namber’s forces, and many of those residents were likely to be unhappy victims of the battle that would occur around their city.


  He had his imp friends ferry him to the palace, where he found Alicia already at work administering early morning care to the numerous elves who were temporarily bunked there. Upon his arrival there was a buzz of notice in the room, and Alicia turned from where she was crouched over a cot. She saw Kestrel standing in a corner, unloading water skins surrounded by the imps, and she temporarily excused herself from her patient to stride hastily through the maze of impediments that filled the recently created triage center.


  Kestrel turned from a brief comment to Odare, and saw that Alicia was only steps away. He looked at her and grinned, realizing that he was pleased to see her, and held his arms out wide.


  Despite the pair of water skins and other items hanging around own neck and shoulders, and the weapons upon his belt, Alicia flowed into a hug that caused a shifting of the skins and cargo and weapons Kestrel carried. They looked at one another, then separated, holding one another’s hands at arm’s length for a pair of moments, until Alicia broke the grip to help start relieving Kestrel of some of his load.


  When the last item was lying on the ground, she reached over and grabbed his collar with one hand. “You were here yesterday and didn’t come see me?” she spoke through her teeth in a low voice.


  “When I came back to your office yesterday, you weren’t there,” Kestrel replied quickly. “So I went and saw Silvan.”


  “He appreciated your visit,” Alicia seemed mollified by his answer, as she loosened her grip on his shirt. “He seemed genuinely pleased that you came to talk to him. I know things were tense because you helped Giardell.


  “It’s so wonderful, what you’ve done here Kestrel,” she told him. “So many lives improved, and so many families back here made whole again.”


  Others in the room began to gather around them then as Kestrel was recognized and news of his return spread through the room. Numerous former slaves began expressing their gratitude, and Kestrel finally had to beg off, to tell them all that he had to return to his duties elsewhere, to go back to the palace in Graylee and help the good humans battle the evil ones.


  He said farewell to Alicia, “I’m sorry we didn’t have time to talk,” he told her, and then he summoned the imps to take him back to the great human city.


  At the last second, Kestrel decided to return to Creata and Picco’s house, instead of the palace. It would be a more familiar place and a quieter one, he told himself. The imps carried him to his old room, which was in good shape, looking organized and tidy, a sign that the staff had worked to restore the home.


  Kestrel dismissed his imp carriers, then went downstairs to tell Treybon he had arrived and was going to bathe.


  “Oh sir, let me find some dry clothes for you,” the butler kindly said. “And we’ll set a place at breakfast for you to join the others.”


  “Which others?” Kestrel asked, puzzled.


  “Lord Creata and Lady Picco, of course, and their guest, Miss Wren,” Treybon replied matter of factly.


  Kestrel smiled. “Thank you, that will be fine,” he told the head of the household staff, then climbed back upstairs. Suddenly, the thought of breakfast with the others in the bright morning light seemed less oppressive than dinner the night before had threatened to be.


  Kestrel soaked in a warm bath, and when he stepped out he found a pile of dry clothes left on his bed by Treybon, and Picco sitting in a chair.


  “Kestrel!” she said cheerily, standing up and giving him a warm hug as he held his robe closed. “It’s good to see you this morning; we missed you at dinner last night. Wren said you disappeared and no one could find you.”


  “I was at the healing spring with the imps last night,” he told her as they drew apart. “Now turn around,” he spoke insistently, as he dropped his robe and pulled on the dry clothes that awaited him.


  “Shall we go to breakfast?” he then asked, and they walked downstairs to find Wren and Creata already at the table. Together, they all had a pleasant time chatting around the table. Picco announced her intention to ride part of the way with the army, and then cut off to go back to the seaside estate.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll take Treybon with me for protection this time,” she pointedly told Kestrel.


  Soon they were all on their way to the palace, Kestrel and Wren traveling primarily with weapons, Creata and Picco carrying a more varied collection of goods and clothes. Shortly after lunch, the newly constituted army of Graylee, serving under Philip, began to move out. The army was larger than Kestrel had expected, and included many more of the trained regular army members than he had hoped for. The combination of dosing the guards and soldiers with the water from Kestrel’s ever-flowing skin, as well as the death of all the Viathins in the city, plus Philip’s victory in the battle at the palace gate, and the city population’s rejoicing in his victory, had turned many of the members of the Graylee City garrison to become supporters of Philip. The story of his father’s murder made him a sympathetic figure. And even the emancipation of the elven slaves proved to be positive; while most of the city residents had little sympathy for the plight of the slaves, the use of the imps to carry them away, after having delivered the Hydrotaz army to the palace previously, wrapped a mantle of otherworldly power around Philip.


  Kestrel traveled with Picco and Treybon, in the front of the Graylee section of the marching force, while Wren and Creata marched along with Philip amidst the rebel forces that gave their allegiance to him. Ferris led the forces from Hydrotaz that served as allies with the Graylee army, an irony that Ferris remarked upon to Kestrel as the army set up camp that night.


  “About two years ago, I was marching in an army of Graylee and Hydrotaz forces, crossing Hydrotaz to fight against the elves,” he told Kestrel. “Now here I am in an army of Hydrotaz and Graylee forces marching across Graylee, with an elf, to attack other Graylee forces!”


  They each shook their head at the unpredictable turn of fate. The next day they reached the traditional border between the lands of Channelport and the Graylee nation, and soon after that, Picco and Treybon began to move away from the army, taking a road that led southeast while the army continued to travel southwest.


  Kestrel excused himself from the army as well, so that he could ride with the two for a short distance out of earshot of the army.


  “Killcen,” Kestrel called for the arrival of one of his assigned imps, “you would put my heart at ease if you would accompany Picco and Treybon to their home on the shore. Come fetch me if anything happens to them,” he told his floating blue companion, “and return when you see them settled in safely.”


  “It will be as you wish, Warden Kestrel,” the imp contentedly said.


  “Kestrel! You don’t have to watch over us like that,” Picco protested. “We’re adults; we can take care of ourselves.”


  “I’m not asking Killcen to protect you from the world, I’m asking him to protect the world from you!” Kestrel pretended to correct her. “Goodness knows what you’ll stir up.”


  The girl stuck her tongue out at him, until he pressed his horse against hers, and then pressed his lips against hers, leaving them both breathless.


  “Why don’t you send Killcen with the army and you come with us?” Picco suggested.


  Kestrel gave a sad smile. “That sounds so tempting, but I need to be with Philip in case he needs my help.”


  “Kestrel, be careful,” Picco told him, gripping his hand with hers. “I have a premonition, a feeling that I’m not going to see you again for a long time, and things will never be like this again.”


  “I’ll be careful, I promise. And you be careful too. Treybon, I know she’s in good hands with you to watch over her,” Kestrel gently loosened his hand from hers, and waved at the silent servant, who sat several strides away. The army had continued to move on, and Kestrel saw that his unit was far ahead of his location. “Goodbye, Picco,” he said gently, then turned his horse back towards the army, and urged the animal to take him away, as his eyesight grew misty.


  Picco’s last words had resonated with him, and he knew that she had spoken a true prophecy, that the two of them would not see one another for a long time, if ever; things were going to happen – things were going to change. The thought of separation from the girl grew more painful than he had expected, and he was silent for the rest of the day as he rode his horse and brooded.


  Shortly before evening came they met the Hydrotaz army that had traveled across the entire length of Graylee. Kestrel was disappointed to find out that Greysen had not come to war, but learned that the young leader had stayed behind as commander of Yulia’s bodyguard at the palace. Kestrel listened quietly that night as the leaders of the two armies held a long staff meeting. He was known and accepted by all as the elf they knew and trusted; his reputation prevented any prejudices or slurs from being raised.


  The next day the invading army ran into the first line of Namber’s defenses, located several miles outside of the Channelport city walls. Philip’s army gained easy victories, and many of the captured soldiers came over to become supporters of Philip, accepting drinks of the water from Decimindion, and joining the ranks. By nightfall Philip was camped outside the walls of Channelport, and had a larger army than when he started, a larger army than Namber had inside the walls to defend the city.


  That evening, as Philip’s generals arranged their forces for an attack upon the city of Channelport, Namber and Poma and all the men they could carry climbed aboard their ships in the city’s harbor and sailed away from their doomed refuge in the city, on their way to some other city conquered and held by Uniontown’s forces. When the morning arrived and the sun dawned, the people of the city opened the gates and peacefully surrendered. Together, Philip and Yulia, with the assistance of Kestrel and the imps, had set free all the lands from the edge of the Mountain Sea to the Eastern Forest.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 10 – A Journey to the North


  


  In a matter of a couple of days, Philip appointed a governing council of local residents to begin governance of Channelport. At Kestrel’s request, they found the last, hidden priests of Kai, and re-consecrated her temple, and then the victorious armies left; they went their separate ways to travel home to their respective cities; Ferris and the Hydrotaz forces marched east, while Philip’s enlarged army headed northeast. After a day of travel, Creata announced that he and Wren were going to leave the army to go visit Picco at the seaside estate.


  “Won’t you come join us?” he asked Kestrel.


  “I wish I could,” Kestrel answered, “but it’s time for me to go someplace else.”


  “Where?” Creata asked. “Where else are you going to go find new adventures?”


  “I don’t know,” the elf answered. “I need to figure out where to go, and then I need to get there. The goddess has told me this is something I must do.”


  The thumped each other on the back, and then Creata was gone.


  The following morning Kestrel summoned up the courage to begin his journey. “Philip, it is time for me to leave for a while. There is another mission I am commanded to undertake,” he told his friend as they ate a breakfast of camp food.


  “But I know I’ll need your help. Namber is still out there, and he’ll come back to attack again,” Philip replied, a note of concern in his voice.


  “Here,” Kestrel passed over the water skin from Decimindion, “with this you’ll be safe; you’ll be able to prevent his monstrous allies from stealing the soul and the will of the residents of your land; and if they’re free to decide for themselves, they’ll choose you over Namber.


  “It is time for me to go. I’ve been told to move on. It will be no loss for you; you’re a good man, and you have so many good supporters,” he gestured to the rebel companions and the army commanders who Philip had drawn into a circle of advisors, as they sat nearby.


  “Your departure will be a loss for me, in many ways. But we will try to carry on; we will make every new person who comes into Graylee take a drink from this skin,” Philip thought out loud as he held the skin in his hand, “which should cut down on the problems we have.”


  “That will help immensely,” Kestrel replied, pleased that Philip had come up with such a plan so quickly. “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called his imp friends.


  “When will you be back? You won’t be gone for long, will you?” Philip seemed to accept Kestrel’s departure, as a small blue body appeared.


  “I’m ready to travel, and I’d appreciate help. Dewberry knows the place I’m going,” Kestrel explained to the imp.


  “I will return with everyone we need, Kestrel friend,” Stillwater replied, and then disappeared.


  “I don’t know where I’m ultimately going or how long it will take,” Kestrel answered. He picked up his small pack of belongings, just as Stillwater, Dewberry, and Jonson arrived.


  “Kestrel neighbor!” Jonson greeted Kestrel, “It has been so long since we were together.”


  “You majesty,” Kestrel replied. “It is grand to see you. Let me introduce you to the new Prince of Graylee,” he motioned towards Philip, “who is making the world a better place.


  “Philip, this is one of your fellow monarchs, Jonson, the king of the imps of the Swampy Morass,” he turned, “both of you are good friends of mine.”


  The two rulers shook hands warmly. “Good luck with all that you have to do Philip,” Kestrel said as he prepared to depart. “I know your father would be so proud to see the great promise you are for your nation.


  “My father would be proud; I wish he could have lived to take on this duty himself,” Philip acknowledged. “And he would have been proud to know that I’ve earned your friendship, Kestrel. I hope to see you again soon.”


  “Dewberry beloved,” Kestrel turned to the sprite as he began to walk away, “I asked for you because you know the way to where I want to go next.”


  “Kestrel lonely one, we both know the truth is that you asked for me because you missed my infectious smile and you long to embrace me,” the sprite spoke as she hovered in a position where her face was just inches away from his.


  “You always see into the secret core of my heart, dearest,” Kestrel smiled. “So let’s journey to the house up near the mountains. Show Stillwater the way to that place, and there will be no more destinations you will have to lead him to on my behalf – he’ll know all the places I can imagine I want to be carried to.


  “I don’t think I’ll need to be taken anywhere for a long time after this trip,” Kestrel told his floating audience as he walked to a supply wagon and began pilfering dried biscuit and food items that he stuffed into his pack.


  “The house we will go to, Kestrel despondent lover, is it the home where the we first met the king of this land, the man we just met?” Dewberry asked. When Kestrel nodded, she spoke again, “And it is the home where his sister, a human woman who might be accounted pretty by those who have a taste for large and pale females, lives as well?”


  Kestrel nodded again. “And is that same sister at the house now, the house we are going to go to?” Dewberry asked.


  “So I believe,” Kestrel reluctantly answered, discouraged that the sprite had already drilled down to the main reason for the visit to the manor.


  “I understand,” Dewberry said primly. “Let us be on our way,” she said to her fellow blue travelers, and they circled around Kestrel, then suddenly carried him with them into the gray nothingness of a place with no dimensions, before they emerged into an empty room, one that had two pairs of bunks setting in it, in the morning sunlight.


  There were noises from outside the room, both outside the window, and out in the hall beyond the door. “Thank you,” Kestrel told his friends, “you’re free to go. I’ll call you sometime soon, when I’m in some new place.”


  “In the arms of the human girl?” Dewberry asked. “Would that be a new place?”


  Kestrel stuck his tongue out momentarily.


  “Kestrel friend,” Jonson said, “we thank you for all that you have done. You have earned an opportunity to rest and relax after fighting so many battles. But I sense that the war is not over, and that you will be back in combat once again. Please know that we will be ready to fight beside you. We may even have to call upon you to help us, for you are our truest ally and friend.”


  With that speech the blue contingent disappeared, and the noise in the hallway grew louder, then the door to the room burst open and four men appeared.


  “Who in the name of the lady are you and what are you doing in our room?” one of the men spoke bluntly.


  “He’s an elf! We’ve got ourselves an elf snooping around the manor!” another man answered.


  “I am here as a friend,” Kestrel answered carefully, making no quick motions, and keeping his hands free of his weapons. “I’ve just arrived; I came to pay my respects to Margo.”


  “To the lady of the manor, you mean? An elf respecting the lady? I don’t think you ought to using her name all familiar-like, elf,” a third man said. “And if you just got here, how’d you come to be up here in our room instead of the hall, huh?”


  “Let’s all go downstairs and talk to the lady of the manor, Margo, daughter of Paul, the former Baron of the Northern Marches, sister to Philip, Prince of Graylee,” Kestrel said with a slow, firm voice.


  “What’d you got in that pack on your back? You been finding things to take from our room?” the fourth man asked.


  “I’m going on a journey, and I have supplies,” Kestrel said simply. “I am not here as an enemy, and I know that Margo will vouch for me as a friend of her family, a friend to her and Philip both. I’ve visited this manor before, and stayed here before, and been received with hospitality.”


  “Carind, you go first. Elf, you go second. Barst, you go get Huff and bring him to meet us in the parlor,” the tallest of the fighters seemed to be in charge, as he issued orders. “Now go along elf, and follow Carind downstairs.”


  Kestrel hesitated just a second. He’d become so accustomed to be accepted by the humans of Philip’s army that he was feeling shock at the suspicion and distrust which was so palpable in the room. He looked at the hands of the men, and saw none of them reaching for their weapons.


  They undoubtedly felt in control of the situation, and not likely to resort to violence yet, he judged. With doubts, he decided to trust the men to let him go to the parlor. Once Margo saw him and vouched for him, he knew he would be in the clear, or in the clear at least long enough to see her and then depart on his planned journey up into the mountains.


  He had come to the manor to see Margo. He knew that she was engaged – he knew that he had just fallen into a consuming infatuation with Picco – he knew that he had to go in search of a girl named Moorin – but he still knew that he wanted to see Margo again. He would see her, and then he would leave her; he had decided to go up into the mountains and visit the gnomes briefly.


  It was summertime, and the mountains were passable in the summer. He had decided he was going to go to the kingdom of the northern elves to start his search for Moorin, and so a journey north through the mountains made some sense; it would take him closer to his destination. The overland journey wouldn’t be as fast as riding a ship through the Inner Seas, out to the Great Sea, and then around to North Harbor or some spot on the coast along the North forest. But the Inner Seas held ships controlled by Uniontown, while the overland journey would be solitary, and peaceful, and he craved solitude for now. After months of seeking and battling among many people and many races in many places, Kestrel knew that his soul needed to take a break to relax and rest.


  He and his escorts were already down the stairs in the manor house, he realized. His musings had somehow managed to distract him from the tension of the situation, and they were turning to the right, across the entry hall to the parlor. He thought of the room as he’d seen it before, with polite young nobles, before they’d become exposed to the horrors of war. And then later, later he’d seen the room when it had been filled with smoke and armed, hostile men, men who he had killed in his fury over finding the slaughter of the baron and his wife.


  Kestrel took a seat in a straight-back chair, one without arms, and he closed his eyes as he thought about the horrors of that day that he experienced. His mind had filled with anger, and his temper had snapped, and in a berserk mood of careless rage he’d come upon the house and killed every man he’d found, every one of the criminals who had assassinated Paul, and imprisoned Philip, men who waited at the manor and would have killed or mistreated Margo and Picco if Kestrel had let the two girls travel alone to the manor.


  “So we really have an elf, here in Graylee?” Kestrel’s eyes wearily opened at the sound of the caustic question from a new voice, and he looked up to see a large man standing in the doorway of the parlor. The man was examining Kestrel critically.


  “My name is Kestrel. I’m a friend of Margo and Philip. I’ve just come from Philip’s army and thought I’d visit Margo on my way north,” he said. He started to stand up, but a man standing next to him placed his hand on Kestrel’s shoulder to force him back down into his seat.


  “Margo mentioned a man named Kestrel, but she never said much about him being an elf. I’d think that she’d mention something like that, don’t you?” the man said.


  “My ears used to look more human,” Kestrel said. “I don’t know if she’s ever seen me look this fully elven. She’ll vouch for me when she sees me,” he said confidently.


  “What’s this I hear about a strange elf?” Kestrel heard Margo’s voice approaching down the hallway. “Where do your men come up with such nonsense Huff?” she asked, and then she came into view, arriving in the doorway behind the large man who still stood just inside the room.


  Kestrel studied her face, the same wide-set, calm eyes Margo had always had, giving her an expression of contemplation and quiet contentment. Her eyes stared back at him, them widened dramatically, and within them Kestrel even saw her irises dilate wildly.


  “Oh, thank the goddess! Kestrel, it’s you!” she shouted with delight as she pressed past the man in the door and ran towards Kestrel.


  He stood, knocking away the hand that started to move towards him automatically, and then he stretched his arms out wide and caught Margo in a hug, one that was made awkward by the pregnant belly that protruded out in front of her.


  Their embrace was a long and silent one, and Kestrel stood with his arms wrapped around Margo and his eyes closed. When he opened his eyes he momentarily noticed a variety of expressions on the faces of the men he saw, but then he looked down as he pulled away from Margo, and he stared at her face. She was just as lovely as ever, a serene beauty, though her face looked slightly fuller now.


  “You’re looking as lovely as ever,” Kestrel spoke first. “I’m glad to see you’re alive and well and safe.”


  “I take it you know this elf?” the large man at the door spoke.


  Margo turned, her arm still around Kestrel’s waist. “Huff, this is our great friend, Kestrel.


  “Kestrel, this is Huff,” she gestured towards the large man, “my fiancé. We are to be married next week.”


  “Kestrel, where did you come from? Where have you been?” she asked. “Let’s all have seats,” she spoke as she separated herself from Kestrel at last.


  “I’ve been with Philip and his army,” Kestrel answered, drawing murmurs from a pair of the guards who stood around the perimeter of the room. “He’s won two battles now, and driven Namber out of Graylee, and out of Channelport.” There were more murmurs in the room.


  “When did all this happen?” Huff asked skeptically.


  “Namber just left Channelport three nights ago,” Kestrel said carefully, realizing that he was going to be scoffed at. “I presume you’ve already had news about Philip’s victory on Graylee, at the palace?”


  “Channelport? Three days ago? And you’re here and you know about it? Did a bird carry you here with the news?” Huff asked loudly.


  “Huff, dear,” Margo tried to gently stem the verbal assault she saw coming.


  “No, Margo, you listen. I’ve heard you and Picco talk about this wonderful Kestrel and all the great things he claimed he did and I bit my tongue and let you two girls carry on with your infatuation of the man, because it seemed harmless; after all, he’d gone away and disappeared from your life when you needed protection most,” Huff said authoritatively, making Kestrel raise his head is astonishment.


  “That’s right, you heard me,” Huff looked at Kestrel, “Margo was up here all alone and needed protection, and you went away when any man who really cared for her would have stayed and protected her,” he said loudly.


  Kestrel stood up immediately, causing Huff to stop, waiting, gloating at the thought that he had provoked Kestrel into a response.


  Margo stood up immediately as well, and placed a hand on Kestrel’s wrist, forestalling him from taking any action. “Kestrel, no, please,” she spoke in a tearful voice. “He doesn’t know; we’ve never told him about all that you’ve done, or all that you suffered through.


  “Huff, Kestrel is a man who has saved my life many times. He’s the one who killed the entire squad that killed my family here at the manor. The first time I met him he killed eleven robbers on the road at once to protect Philip and I and our friends from being assaulted. He broke into the palace and set us all free.


  “He went into the Yellow Palace and freed the Princess of Hydrotaz. He killed a yeti,” she spoke in rapid-fire fashion. “He lived with gnomes in the mountains in the winter time – he’s got the purple eyes to prove it!


  “Huff, he is a great man, a great, great man,” she started to cry. “The goddess Kai named him her own champion,” she seemed ready to go on, but Kestrel raised his hand to her face, and pressed a pair of fingers to her lips, suddenly sorry that he had acted so harshly to unleash the torrent of words, flattering as they were, balm to his heart that they were, demonstration of her attention to him and her memories of him that they were.


  “I only came here to see my friend, Margo,” he spoke to the silent room. “I meant to stir no ill will.


  “She is precious to me, and I intend no harm.”


  “Take your hands off of her,” Huff said. His voice was low and level. The other men in the room shuffled uneasily, moved by Margo’s outburst and Kestrel’s reasonable tone.


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel called into the air, startling all the men there, “Stillwater, Stillwater,” he repeated the word to the confusion of everyone there, and then the room erupted in confusion at the arrival of an imp.


  The imp flew once around the room, then disappeared, as the men ducked and dove, their hands above their heads as they looked around in fear. Moments later a dozen imps returned, all armed with pikes or bows. “Don’t anyone move, or you will die!” Stillwater shouted, his voice surprisingly deep at that moment.


  “Friend Kestrel, do you need help?” Stillwater asked, his eyes darting around the room to examine the men who stood there in astonishment.


  “Stillwater, thank you. There is no need to harm these men yet,” Kestrel said hastily. “I do need a favor. I wish to speak to the lady here, privately,” he told the imp.


  “And you wish us to clear these men out of the room?” Odare asked from the other side of the room.


  “That would be nice,” Kestrel said. He paused. “No wait, I wish for you to take the lady and I to the healing spring,” he changed him mind on the spur of the moment. “Would you carry us please?


  “We’ll return in a little while. Margo will not be harmed, I assure you,” Kestrel said, looking at Huff as he spoke, as a cluster of imps converged on Kestrel, while he folded Margo into his arms in a hug.


  “Take a deep breath,” he warned Margo, who looked up at his face in confusion. And then the room around them disappeared, and she couldn’t shriek because there was no air, no light, no color, no sensation, for several long seconds.


  “Kestrel, what happened? Where are we?” she asked as soon as they were standing upon the lawn that skirted along the edge of the spring water. The imps all immediately landed and began to shed their clothes.


  “What are they doing?” Margo asked.


  Kestrel looked down at her face, as she still remained within the circle of his arms. He raised one hand up her back and cradled the back of her head, then bent and gently kissed her, with affection but without lust, for a very long moment.


  “Oh Kestrel,” she burst into tears seconds after he lifted his head.


  “This is a spring, the spring from which the magical healing water comes,” Kestrel released her, then strode over and began picking up the naked imps, who casually acquiesced in his familiar grappling with them, as he began to gently sling their bodies into the water one by one.


  “Take your clothes off, Margo,” he said when he was done. He plopped down on the lawn and removed his own boots. “We can soak in the water and talk.”


  “I, I can’t, Kestrel,” she demurred. “Look at me,” she said. “You know what my circumstances are.”


  “This is not a proposition, Margo,” he told her as he removed his tunic. He walked over to her, and began to unbutton her dress, as she made no effort to stop him. “I know that time is past. I wish I would have tried to do that when I could have,” he added, as she stood still and allowed him to loosen her gown, then shrugged to help let it fall to the ground. She assumed responsibility for her own under garments, as Kestrel removed the last of his own clothes, and then he self-consciously held her hand as she stepped into the water of the spring, and he led her up into the warm eddy among the rocks.


  “This feels so extraordinary,” Margo said after five minutes of silence while they sat back against the stones.


  “Margo, are you okay with him?” Kestrel asked. “Is he good for you?”


  “He’s not usually like the man you saw there just now,” she answered slowly. “You’ve thrown him off his stride, and I didn’t handle your appearance well. I was so startled, so pleased by your appearance!


  “Yes, he’s good for me. He loves me, and he keeps the peace in the region, and he’s honored to be a part of our family; he respected our name and title,” she listed a short list of qualities.


  “Do you love him?” Kestrel asked.


  “Do you love me?” Margo responded.


  “I do. You know I do,” he told her.


  “Why didn’t you ever say it?” she looked at him.


  “I almost did; but I didn’t think the time was right – I admitted I was an elf, and then you were with Clarce. Then I was gone, and things happened so that I couldn’t come back. Even when I came back I was caught up in so many other things, and then I had that time with Picco,” he stopped short.


  “What do you mean?” Margo pressed after his silence extended on awkwardly.


  “Margo, your brother told me when I first returned to Graylee that he had sent a letter to Huff giving him permission to ask for your hand in marriage,” Kestrel tried to excuse himself. “And then Picco had to be rescued, and she was so overwrought because of her mother’s death,” he went on until Margo interrupted.


  “Picco’s mother is dead?” she asked in saddened shock.


  “Namber’s forces killed her,” Kestrel answered. “So I went with Picco back to the estate to put her mother’s spirit to rest, but the spirit came and spoke to her, and told her I wasn’t the one for her, and she wasn’t the one for me. But that night we ended up comforting one another. Just that one night; I haven’t even told anyone else.”


  “I wish you hadn’t told me,” Margo said. “But I supposed I don’t have any room to talk.”


  They talked to one another, about one another, until Kestrel finally stood up. “I ought to take you home,” he said reluctantly. “You stay here and relax while I go lift the imps out of the water. It takes a while for them to awaken.”


  “Your baby should be a healthy baby,” he told her. “After the nice soaking you’ve had here, you should be healthy too, for a while.”


  “I feel better,” Margo agreed. “I feel very good right now.


  “I’m sorry I gave up hope Kestrel. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you’d come back.”


  “Life goes on; I didn’t give you any reason to believe I’d come back,” he said without bitterness. “The goddess has told me I have to pursue this Moorin, and so I will. There’s still a war brewing out there against Namber and the forces from Uniontown and the Viathins. And you’ve still got a home to return to, if you want to.”


  “I want to. Once you’re gone the men will talk about the great elf who brought his imp warriors, and how they protected the land!” Margo prophesized with a laugh. She rose to her feet and walked over to her clothes, then started getting dressed.


  Kestrel pulled his own clothes on, then began to nudge the imps, reawakening them after a nap that they complained bitterly was too short.


  “Take the lady back to her home first,” Kestrel told them, “then come and take me back there as well.


  “I’ll leave the manor as soon as I return there. I’m going to go up into the mountains to see the gnomes,” Kestrel told Margo, just as she disappeared.


  A minute later the imps returned, and gathered around Kestrel without hesitation to take him back to the manor house as well.


  When he arrived, Margo and Huff stood together with their arms around each other’s waist. All others had been cleared from the room.


  “Welcome back, Lord Kestrel,” Huff said with measured words.


  “Thank you Lord Huff, and thank you for allowing me to have a few moments time to recollect the past with your lovely lady,” Kestrel answered mildly. “I must be on my way now.


  “Please don’t hesitate to call upon me if you need assistance. I think Philip will be able to reach me through the imps,” Kestrel said. He stepped forward and shook hands with Huff, then embraced Margo once again, and kissed her on the cheek.


  He left the room, and shouldered past the numerous men who stood in the hallway, then reached the front door, and stopped for a moment. He thought of the first time he had visited the manor, when he had arrived at the door with Philip and Margo and Picco after battling the highwaymen who had robbed them. And then he thought of the scene in the front yard, when bodies had hung from the tree limbs, and dead guards had laid scattered about following his berserk attack upon the attackers. He closed his eyes to wipe away the memory, then opened them, and stepped down and started running at his fullest elven pace, started running to leave behind everything that haunted him at the manor, and set his sights on the mountains that loomed on the northern horizon.


  Margo and Huff looked out a window, and watched the elf streak down the drive of the manor, to quickly disappear from sight. “If you were to take the time to meet him, you’d learn he’s the best man you’re ever going meet, elf or human,” Margo told her fiancé, “but I’m not sure we’re likely to see him back here again for a long time.”


  “That suits me,” Huff muttered under his breath, and then they turned away from the window, as Margo continued to stare at the empty road.


  Kestrel ran all afternoon and into the evening, then climbed a tree and spent the night in the forested area that rested along the border between the domains of Margo’s family and the wilderness of the mountains. He ate a small portion of the travel bread he had packed for his journey, and he thought about Margo, and Picco, and Moorin. He was lucky, he told himself, to know three such women, or to be destined to meet Moorin, whatever her role was to be in his future. And he found that he regretted his indiscretion with Picco only to the degree that he wanted to not give her any false hopes about their future together; her mother’s spirit seemed to have settled that issue with finality, which he suspected had been a part of what had released the inhibitions for each of them and allowed them to share their heart-felt friendship in a passionate way.


  His desires were a tangled mess, so much less clear than the simple directness of warfare. He almost convinced himself that he would rather focus on fighting the fight against Uniontown and the Viathins, and no longer think about the women who absorbed the attention of his heart.


  “Dewberry,” he called softly.


  He waited for long moments, but there was no response as he sat in the fork of the tree, so he closed his eyes.


  “Kestrel lonely one,” Dewberry yawned, “why do you call?” he opened his eyes to see the dark profile of his friend just above him in the shadowy darkness of the tree leaves. “I hear you took a pregnant woman to the spring, and did unmentionable things.”


  “I did take her to the spring, and we talked,” Kestrel answered. “I thought once upon a time that she would be the one who would give my heart a home, but instead she let another man come to rely upon her, while I was away in the other lands.”


  “While you were away rescuing my beloved and me?” Dewberry asked.


  “Yes,” Kestrel answered, “but it doesn’t matter why, and rescuing you was worth any price I could pay, you know, since I pine after you as well,” he tried to lighten the mood with a jest.


  “How did you know that Jonson was the right mate to select?” he asked. “Were there others who wooed you?”


  “Certainly there were,” Dewberry answered. “As you know, I am a great beauty. You yourself were one of those who was entranced by my unforgettable looks, but you came to my attention too late to truly vie for my hand, to your own unending sorrow, I know, Kestrel-dear.


  “But I knew Jonson was the special one for me. I knew it because he is the one I always wanted to see. He was the one who always made me smile, who always showed me that he could be kind to those around me, and he could always make me feel as though he wanted to be with me,” she said softly.


  “And his father was a king. That helped too,” she added brightly, and they both laughed.


  “There is one out there for you, Kestrel friend. There seems to be more than one, goodness knows I’ve seen you with so many of them – humans, elves, gnome maidens, I’m sure,” Dewberry comforted him. “You may have already met the one who is right for you. Or who knows, you may not have yet – you may yet come upon the time when you will suddenly feel your breath taken away and your heart start to pound with excitement when you finally see her for the first time.


  “Be patient, my dear. The goddesses care a great deal about you. I know they must plan to give you a love of extraordinary virtue as reward for all the duties you have carried out for them,” the sprite told him, floating down to rest gently upon his chest.


  “Couldn’t they give me your twin sister?” Kestrel asked innocently.


  “You are a clever one!” Dewberry answered delightedly. “You should ask them. For you, they might create a twin of me, and then there would be two of me to bring joy to everyone we meet.”


  “Go home, Dewberry dearest,” Kestrel told her as she yawned again. “Go home to Jonson and let him know how fortunate he is to have you.”


  “I reminded him of that before I left, but I will tell him again just for you,” the sprite said earnestly. “Good night dear friend,” she pecked him on the cheek, then disappeared, leaving Kestrel alone in the darkness once again, but comforted by the visit. He soon drifted off to sleep, and remained at rest until the next morning’s sunrise.


  He descended from the tree in the early morning, and started towards the mountains. He followed the path of the river, traveling up the reversed course of the same river landmarks he had followed coming down when he had first entered Graylee from the mountains. He hoped that he would be able to find his gnome village, but realistically acknowledged to himself that the odds were long; he expected to reach the point where the river valley provided the entrance deep into the south side of the Water Mountain range, but then he would be relying on luck to try to stumble into the area of his former village, Amethysaquina, where he might get to see Grees and Bolt, the two young gnomes who he had parented for several winter weeks, or other gnomes he would recognize.


  If he failed to find any of his friendly gnomes within a week, Kestrel had decided that he would turn himself to the north east, and start looking for river valleys that would take him in that direction. He was going to go on a long, solitary journey in that direction whether he found the gnomes or not, as he headed towards Narrow Bay, the human nation that lay south of the elven kingdom of the North Forest.


  There were two destinations he had in mind for the summer’s journey, for he suspected the journey would take all summer long. One destination was solitude; he wanted to spend time by himself – away from the humans, away from the elves. Being with the gnomes would not intrude upon the type of solitude he desired, a solitude that really meant freedom from demands for his attention. The gnomes would demand nothing from him beyond courtesy and friendship.


  The other destination was the North Forest. He would start there in his search for the Moorin, as commanded by Kere. And when he found the girl, he would rescue her from whatever beset her, if he even recognized her. He had an image, the image the goddess had used once herself, and the image the Viathins had used to trick him, but whether that image was truly the visage of the Moorin he was supposed to find was still unsettled in Kestrel’s mind. Everything about this journey was unsettled.


  Three days later he reached the top of the valley of the river that flowed through the lands of Margo’s family. He stood at the top of a waterfall, and the plains and rolling hills of Graylee were only a misty patch on the horizon from the distance and elevation he looked out from. He turned and looked inward, where the small river flowed along a rocky course that penetrated deeper into the mountains. Tall ridges were dark on the distant horizon to the north, and Kestrel had a rushing memory of the struggles he had undergone two winters before, when he had tried to cross the mountains on his own. The green canopies that dressed the mountainsides were the only relief he saw, a promise that summer would ease the destructive power of the mountains’ environment.


  He climbed on for another day, finding and following trails that he hoped might be used by gnomes, might provide clues to the whereabouts of his friends, but he knew by the end of the day that the river valley was turning to the west, heading inward into the mountain range, but away from the gnomes’ village. That night he made a large fire to draw the attention of any gnomes that might occupy that river valley. The next morning he was still alone, so he decided to try to cut back to the northeast, to climb over one mountain ridge at least to see if he could find the range of his friends.


  It took all day to reach the high saddle that was the lowest location in sight where he could cross the mountain ridge and go north. He found himself in a cold tangle of boulders, still below the tree line but at the edge of the snow line, and he made another fire, this one from the branches of the smaller, hardier trees that occupied the climate zone he was in, and he slept an uncomfortable night in which he shivered alone as he slept uneasily.


  The next day he descended down the north side of the mountain, and started part way up the next mountain to the north, and made his third nightly fire, but again drew no gnomes, only moths and a single wolf. “Corrant! Where are your children?” Kestrel call out loud, using the name of the god of the gnomes. He expected no answer, but he felt the need to vent his frustration.


  “They are hiding, elf-friend of the mountain people,” Kestrel jumped in surprise as a stone near his campsite came to life, lifting itself up and revealing a face.


  “Why are they hiding? I just want to see my friends again, to say hello,” Kestrel beseeched the god, “my lord,” he hastily added.


  “Do you not have eyes, elf-friend?” the stone asked. “Have you not seen the portent in the sky the past three nights?”


  Kestrel looked upward, wondering what the god of the gnomes was referring to. “Look low to the west, near the horizon,” Corrant directed.


  There was an indistinct streak of light. Kestrel had not noticed it in the past evenings, but he hadn’t been examining the skies with any great interest on recent evenings. The blob was without sharp definition, but Kestrel could see that it was brighter at one end, with a fuzzy skirt that spread out behind it, directed towards the top of the dome of the night sky.


  “It is a comet,” Corrant explained. “It is a sign in the heavens that some great change is coming.”


  “Something good?” Kestrel asked to clarify, looking from the god to the sky.


  “There is no telling yet. For many people, no change is good,” the god answered, causing Kestrel to look at him, wondering if the comment was intentionally ironic. From Kere it most definitely would have been, but Kestrel couldn’t tell with Corrant.


  “I suspect that you are more used to change than most. My people would prefer that there be no change, unless it is to make the winter less cold and the game more plentiful,” Corrant told him. “They have seen the omen in the sky telling of change, and then they have seen your fires in the mountains, and they are afraid to come find the source of these fires. They will not come to you.”


  “Can you lead me to them?” Kestrel asked hopefully, appreciative that the god had bothered to explain so much.


  “No, I will not,” Corrant said. “You are an agent of change. You are a maker of chaos. Kai and Kere believe that the good of your works outweighs the disruption of your changes, but I would not want to introduce your infection among my people while the comet is in the sky.


  “Here Kestrel,” a sliver of stone bent away from the rest of the god’s form and moved towards Kestrel as he watched. It touched his forehead; he felt both the cold of the stone, and the injection of some psychic element that had not existed within his soul before. “Now, when the time comes, you will know what to do,” the god said calmly, as he withdrew his appendage. “Forget about this until the trigger occurs at the proper time,” and Kestrel closed his eyes momentarily as his memory hid away the awareness of the transaction.


  “Come back when the comet is gone, and seek to visit them then,” Corrant said. “I will lead you towards your reunion then, and I will join my people in rejoicing to see the beautiful eyes of our race still walking the earth atop that elven body. Go now Kestrel and be careful. The skies tell us that something great is going to change.”


  Kestrel watched as the stone sagged back into its prior location and shape, and the animated face disappeared among the usual craggy features of a boulder, as Kestrel sat in confusion, looking up at the eastern horizon. He would not get to see his friends the gnomes, as they hunkered down in fear of the celestial sign of things to come. The gnomes he knew were not timid people, so he knew they had to have real fear of the comet’s meaning if they were cowed by it.


  He’d just have to come back someday to visit. It was another on the long list of somedays that he was amassing, the many things that he would do someday, when all his duties were done.


  “I like your people, Corrant,” he spoke in a whisper. “I hope they stay out of harm’s way.”


  “So do I, Kestrel. So do I,” he heard the god’s voice rumble from the stony ground beneath him, and then the darkness was silent.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 11 – Through the Water Mountains


  


  Three weeks later Kestrel was floating down a broad river in the foothills that occupied the north side of the Water Mountains. His raft was crude; he had built it with vines and logs. It floated, but water flowed freely through it, and there was nothing about Kestrel or his belongings that was dry, to his dismay.


  He’d gotten over the spine of the Water Mountains. The journey had been a struggle – cold and thin-aired. His supplies were very low, and only a very stubborn streak of pride had prevented him from calling upon the imps to deliver food to him. He was determined to complete the journey in a totally independent manner, foraging off the land and fending off danger.


  There had been only one encounter that presented real danger, just a week before. He’d seen, and been spotted by a yeti while he’d been descending a spur of a mountain. He’d thought about battling the monster, which upon seeing him had snarled a challenge and started to stalk towards him. But the meat of the yeti was inedible, and he was too far from any city of men to be able to successfully sell the fruits of a yeti hunt, so he had simply turned to his elven foot speed and run to safety.


  Now he only had to listen to the sound of the river, and be prepared to avoid waterfalls and rapids while the river carried him towards the North Sea, hopefully towards someplace close to Narrow Bay.


  That city was the seat of a small republic of humans who lived mostly through fishing and trade, near the rough waters where the North Sea and the Great Sea collided. Regardless of anything else that might be in Narrow Bay, there was only one thing Kestrel hoped to find in the city, and that was a ride aboard a vessel bound for North Harbor, the human city that sat upon the same wide northern peninsula as the North Forest.


  At some point in his journey Kestrel knew he would have to think about how he was going to go about the task of finding out if there was a Moorin in the northern kingdom, a woman who was his destiny. He doubted that he would be able to just invite himself into the palace of the elven king and proclaim the reason for his visit. For that matter, he had only the false stories of the Viathin impostor to give him any reason to think that Moorin might be in the court. He might have just as much luck visiting the various farms of the nation, or the taverns even, he thought to himself despondently.


  In the meantime he had enough to keep him busy, as he sat on his raft and watched the water ahead. The raft was approaching a set of rapids, another set of rapids. He’d ridden the raft into four rocky, plunging, rough sets of rapids already during his time on the river. He’d learned how to best negotiate each encounter. There was no way to control the raft, no navigation possible to steer the crude collection of floating pieces. Kestrel had learned through trial and error how best to survive the rapids with a minimal loss of comfort and goods.


  He moved to the front of the raft, and precariously stood up to see what was ahead. The water seemed to pick up speed as the raft was naturally channeled toward the center of a long vee of smooth water, where the main channel of the river sought to extend its flow as smoothly and as far as possible. The vee reached a point where it grew rapidly narrower, as the rocks on either side of the raft drew closer, narrowing the vee of water and increasing the volume of the crashing noise around them.


  When the free flow of the water came to an end, and the raft approached its last few feet of unimpeded float, as a large rock reared directly ahead, so close that Kestrel could see the individual spots of lichen that grew in its crannies, and the water veered off to the side of the rock in a foaming fountain of violence, Kestrel leapt upward and forward. He departed from the raft; his right foot hit the top of the stone, and he propelled himself forward, landing on the water on the other side of the stone, and he began to run on top of the water. He saw a short chute of calm water, and he deviated to his right to reach it, then ran along its length, and came to a sandy bar. He ran atop the sand, startled a kingfisher, and then ran atop the water further.


  He looked back once and saw the raft was behind him, slowly making its way through the torturous, bruising water channels. After that glance he looked forward again as he picked out his own path. He worked his way along, through the snagged tree trunks, across the water, over the rocks and sand, and finally reached the pool at the end of the rapid, the place where the river felt satisfied with the drop in elevation it had achieved, and smoothed its path into a floatable channel once again. Kestrel headed to the shore, his legs tired from the journey, glad to have the opportunity to rest and wait for the raft to catch up.


  I’ve never seen anyone running on the water to come down through the rapids, but then I’ve never seen anyone come down the river from the mountains at all,” a voice laconically spoke behind him, and Kestrel whirled to see an old man, a human, holding a fishing pole, a net, and a tackle box, standing atop a very small sandy bluff just behind him, shaded by the overhanging trees.


  “So what are you?” the man asked.


  Kestrel studied the man’s face for a moment. His eyes were surrounded by wrinkles and creases, and on his forehead there was a dark age spot just visible under the straw hat he wore. His arms were thin; he wore a shirt without sleeves, and the flesh hung loosely from his thin arms. But his mouth and his eyes both displayed a warmth that Kestrel could sense was genuine.


  “I’m glad to be alive,” Kestrel said.


  “You’re pretty wise for such a young fellow,” the man on the bank told him.


  “I’m an elf, or mostly elf,” Kestrel gave a fuller answer.


  “I’ve never seen an elf before; I didn’t know whether you were an elf or a gnome. I thought gnomes lived in the mountains, not elves, but I’ve never seen either,” the man said. He lowered the fishing pole down the bank, then gingerly lowered his foot to take the long step down. “Can all elves do that, run on top of the water?” the man asked.


  Kestrel stuck out a hand to steady the man as he appeared to lose his balance momentarily, but the fellow caught himself without assistance.


  “Thanks anyway,” the man told Kestrel.


  “All elves can run on top of the water. We’ve got lighter bones than humans, and we run pretty fast,” Kestrel finally answered his question.


  “Where are we?” he asked.


  “What do you mean?” the man asked.


  “I’ve been traveling through the mountains on my way to Narrow Bay,” Kestrel explained.


  “You’re not too far. It’s about two days to get to the city,” the man said as he opened his tackle box and began to prepare his line. He tied a hook on the line and put a piece of bacon on it. “Well, about two days for me. If you run as fast as I saw, you’ll be there in a day or so.


  “There goes your raft,” the man motioned to the river, where Kestrel’s vessel shot out of the rapids and slowed as it entered the calmer waters.


  “Are there roads to get to Narrow Bay?” Kestrel asked, looking at the raft and thinking about the prospect of staying dry.


  “Sure there are; did you think we flew there?” his new acquaintance asked as he cast his line into the water. He seemed to have picked the perfect spot. Kestrel saw the fishing pole give a small jerk immediately, and the man pulled in on the line with a quick snap of his wrist, then started to pull the line in hand over fist, and brought a nice plump trout to the shore line. Within seconds he had the trout in his net in the river, and was baiting his hook again.


  “You know, I’ve been wet for days now on that raft. I may just walk the rest of the way into the city and get dry for a happy change,” Kestrel said. “Which way is it to the road?”


  The man cast his line into the water again. “If you can hold your horses for a couple of minutes, I’ll lead you back to the road. I’m going to head home soon.”


  “You don’t have to stop fishing on my account,” Kestrel protested. “Just give me directions and I’ll be on my way.


  The fisherman snapped his wrists to set the hook in the mouth of his next victim, then started to pull the string into shore. “I’m done fishing,” he said as he lifted the second trout in to his net. He removed the hook and put it in the tackle box, then handed the box to Kestrel and picked up his catch and his pole.


  “Come along this way,” the man said as he turned and started to walk away from the river bank.


  “Do you like fish?” he asked Kestrel as they walked through the forest.


  “Sure,” Kestrel answered.


  “Good. I caught this second fish for you. You can stay and have dinner with us. My son’s family is going to eat pork tonight. I don’t like it, so I came to catch a fish for my own dinner. My daughter-in-law can cook two fish just as easily as one,” the man told Kestrel.


  They stepped onto a wide game path, and the man turned to the left. Kestrel followed him as they walked in single file silence for several minutes, Kestrel wondering whether he should accept the man’s offer of hospitality or simply continue on his way. The sun was halfway down in the western sky; there would still be hours of travel time available in the waning summer evening if he decided to move on.


  Just then Kestrel saw bright sunlight falling unimpeded to the ground up ahead, and he saw that the game trail was going to brush past an opening in the forest. When they reached the opening the old man turned in, and Kestrel saw that there was a large wooden cabin, and a handful of outbuildings standing around the clearing.


  “Welcome home,” the man turned and spoke to Kestrel. “You wait out here while I go tell Kristen we’ll have a guest for dinner,” he advised.


  The man left Kestrel and carried the two fish inside. Kestrel waited politely for moments, then heard the indistinct words of a loud and animated conversation taking place. Moments later the door of the home burst open, and a haggard-looking woman looked out defiantly into the yard, staring hard at Kestrel. The door slammed shut, and Kestrel heard the woman’s voice speak loudly.


  “I’ve never seen anything like that before. How do we know it’s safe to eat with him? I don’t want him in my house!” the woman’s voice sounded clearly.


  The setting reminded Kestrel of the first humans he had seen, the night he had fought a yeti at Merilla’s pioneer homestead in the forest wilderness outside of Estone. The attitude was different though; he couldn’t imagine that Merilla would have been so ungracious to a stranger who came to visit, though he hadn’t truly known her in those times.


  “Hey! Hello the house,” he called loudly.


  After a moment the door swung open, and the old man looked out. “I’m going to move on,” Kestrel wanted an end to the painful scene. “Do I just go north on this trail?” he motioned.


  The man left the house, and left the door wide open, as he came walking towards Kestrel as fast as he could manage. “This isn’t right! You should have some hospitality. That woman: what my son sees in her I’ll never understand,” he said.


  “Here,” Kestrel felt moved by the man’s efforts to be kind. He removed his skin of healing water, and opened the cork. “Have a drink of this; it’s good for whatever ails you; it’ll cure anything.”


  The man looked at the water skin, then took a drink. “I ought to give some to my granddaughter, if it’s what you say it is,” he said as he handed the skin back to Kestrel.


  “Why? What’s wrong?” Kestrel asked.


  “She’s got a wasting sickness. Been getting weaker and weaker for about a month now. She’s only nine. That’s why Kristen’s so prickly; she wanted to have a daughter after having two boys, and now the girl’s dying a little every day,” the grandfather explained. “It’s eating her soul right out.”


  “Let me see the girl,” Kestrel spoke authoritatively.


  “Why? Are you a doctor?” the man’s eyes explored Kestrel face with a mixed expression of doubt and hope.


  “No, but maybe I can help her anyway,” Kestrel answered. He started to walk towards the open door.


  “What’s going on here?” Kristen suddenly stood in the doorway as Kestrel approached. “I thought I made myself clear.”


  “I’m here to see your daughter,” Kestrel said. “Please stand aside.”


  “What? Why? Who are you? Are you the dark one’s retriever? Have you come to take her already?” the woman’s spirit suddenly collapsed, but Kestrel paid no attention as he strode past her into the dim interior of the cabin. He paused momentarily to let his eyes adjust, and spotted a crude rack of bunks against the back wall, where a huddled mass of blankets and flesh quivered slightly with signs of life.


  Kestrel walked over to the girl and pulled back a blanket to look at her. Her limbs were curled in uncomfortable poses, rigid and unmovable, it seemed, while her jaw drooped slackly open, and he heard the labored breathing that her chest struggled to achieve.


  Kestrel bent and picked the girl up. She was incredibly thin, so sadly light in weight that he almost wept as he felt her in his arms. “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called quietly.


  “I’ll take her tonight and bring her back tomorrow,” Kestrel told the mother and grandfather. “We’re going to a spring with healing water, and you’ll be pleased when she’s back,” he told them.


  Stillwater, Killcen, Canyon, and Odare suddenly appeared, and the mother screamed loudly.


  “Kestrel friend! We had heard naught from you in so long; it’s good to see you again,” Stillwater greeted the elf.


  “Hello my friends,” Kestrel spoke affectionately. “This young one needs to visit the healing spring. Would you take us there?”


  The imps immediately circled around Kestrel, and the small group disappeared from the cabin. After the short, transitory unpleasantness, they arrived at the spring. The girl’s eyes were open now, and staring at Kestrel. He gently laid her on the grass and undressed her, then laid her in the water in the same shallow bay that he rested the imps in.


  “Would you go fetch some food so that we can have a bite to eat?” Kestrel asked. “Then I’ll put you all in the water for the night,” he promised. Odare and Canyon both immediately disappeared.


  “What have you been doing friend Kestrel?” Stillwater asked.


  “I’ve been traveling, and thinking,” Kestrel answered. “I’ve had some time to just let my heart and my soul work out who I am and who I belong with.”


  “What did your heart decide?” Killcen asked curiously.


  “There is no decision yet,” Kestrel said. “But there are some things I know I don’t have to think about,” he told the pair of imps.


  The other two returned, their arms full of fruits, which they unloaded onto the grass. All four sprites immediately began to undress, and Kestrel swung each one into the water and watched them each pass out. The girl’s eyes were following him, he realized as he started to remove his own clothes, and he stopped momentarily, caught in indecision.


  “These are imps,” Kestrel realized he needed to explain to the girl what was happening. “My name is Kestrel, and I’m an elf. This is a spring where the water is magical; it makes people feel better.


  “Can you feel the water around your body?” he asked, but saw no answer or sign of recognition. “I asked the imps to carry us here so that we could put you in this spring water. I think it will make you healthier,” he told her. While he was confident that the spring water would help, he didn’t want to over-promise. “We’ll see how well it does for you; I’d like for you to soak in it overnight.


  “The imps are different,” he told her, as he motioned to the small bodies around her. “The water makes them fall asleep, and then they have lots of lovely dreams, they say.


  “So we’ll all spend the night here, we’ll see how you feel in the morning, and then the imps will take us back to your home,” He finished his explanation. He looked at the fruit the imps had brought, and wondered if there was a way to feed any to the girl. He decided that he would wait a little while, to let the water start to produce some improvement in her condition, then try to at least squeeze some juice into her mouth, if not give her small pieces he could cut off the pears and apples.


  He ate an apple as he sat with his pants still on and his feet dangling in the water, and he noted that the sun was considerably lower in the sky. He thought about the times he had come to the spring with others, and had talked, so often with Alicia, and the other times he had come with only the imps and sprites, and let them sleep in the water while he served as guardian. Now he was guardian to the imps and to a girl who was not asleep, but not able to talk. Kestrel waded into the water and started to ladle water upon the girl’s head, cupping his hands to lift the liquid and then letting it run into her hair, soaking her scalp that remained out of the water. She smiled slightly he noted, her mouth drawing closed and her lips making a momentary curve.


  “You liked that, didn’t you?” he asked. “It feels good, and you’re starting to feel better perhaps. Good – now you just rest, just rest and go to sleep.”


  He returned to the shore and dangled his feet some more and sat silently. After the sun went down he waded back into the water and looked at the girl. Her eyes were closed, and she silently breathed in a way that seemed restful.


  Satisfied that the situation was calm, Kestrel removed the rest of his clothes then dove into the deeper water and swam up to the end of the spring pool, where the water temperature was almost too warm to withstand. He flipped and returned to his usual spot among the rocks at the side of the pool, a spot where the water was warm but bearable, and leaned back into the nook he thought of as his own special spot in the water. And he fell asleep. When he awoke in the morning the sun was halfway above the horizon, and the trees around the spring seemed to glow with a vibrant yellow-colored light.


  But the ominous comet was visible too. It was halfway up the eastern sky, and so bright now that it was faintly visible if one knew where to look. Kestrel had watched it every clear night of his trip through the mountains, and the more he saw of it, the more he imagined it was truly a baleful omen of something to come. He stopped staring at it, and swam to the edge of the pool, climbed out, then grabbed his pants and started to pull them on.


  “I saw your butt!” he heard a girl’s voice and whirled around. The little girl from the cabin was sitting up in the water, pointing at him and laughing. “When you got out of the water I saw your naked butt!” she giggled.


  “Turn around,” she told him. “I want to get dressed.” Kestrel studied her silently, then turned away from her and pulled his shirt over his head. He heard soft splashing sounds in the water, and started to turn his head.


  “No peeking!” the girl spoke with an authoritative voice. Moments later he knew she was on land, and then she called. “Would you help me with this?” she asked.


  Kestrel turned to see that she had pulled her blouse over her head, and had the top of her head jammed into a sleeve. He gently helped her correct the misalignment, then pulled the blouse down and into place.


  The girl’s head popped through the neckline, and she looked up at him. There was a smile on her face, and her arms shot out through the sleeves, then wrapped around his waist in a hug. “I love you! Thank you! I feel great! Your spring water made me healthy again,” she told him.


  “What’s your name, child?” Kestrel asked her as he patted her head and held her against him. He felt enormous satisfaction is seeing how fully the girl had recovered from her illness.


  “I’m Moorin,” the girl said.


  Kestrel froze, his movements terminated in shock.


  “Did you say Moorin?” he asked a moment later.


  “Yes,” she answered. “What’s the matter? Don’t you like my name?”


  “I do. I do like it. It’s a very pretty name,” Kestrel answered, then fell silent again in confusion.


  “May I have one of those?” the girl asked him.


  Kestrel looked down as he felt her arms release her grip on him, and saw that she was pointing at the pile of fruit.


  “Yes. Yes, help yourself,” he paused, “Moorin.


  “I’m going to wake up the imps now,” he said, as he began to woodenly lift the small blue beings from the water, his mind lost in a daze as he reeled at the implications of the girl’s name. No, he told himself, the Moorin he was supposed to rescue was of mixed blood, just as he was. The name was only a once-in-a-lifetime coincidence.


  As he continued in his distracted motions he heard a loud, sudden shriek, one filled with pain and fear. He whirled around and saw a wolf grabbing Moorin’s leg, and pulling the girl into the bushes along the fringe of the poolside greenery. Kestrel reached for his knife and tossed it at the wolf, who disappeared into the shrubs. The knife blade disappeared from sight in the greenery as well, while Moorin’s shrieking upper torso still remained in sight.


  There was a yelp, and then the thrashing activity in the bushes ceased. Kestrel leapt over and pulled Moorin free from the jaws of the dead wolf, then carried the crying child to the edge of the spring and plunged her leg into the water.


  “There, there Moorin, you’re okay,” Kestrel tried to sooth the girl as he raised her leg out of the water to examine her wounds. The bite was a set of clean punctures, and Kestrel was confident that the water from the spring would quickly repair the damage.


  “The wolf is dead,” he assured her. “I killed it with my magic knife.”


  “You’ve got a magic knife?” the girl sniffed, her sobs turning to whimpers as Kestrel distracted her. “How is it magic?”


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel said. He held his hand up where Moorin could see it, and saw the look of amazement that blossomed in her widened eyes when the knife suddenly flew into his hand.


  “Can I see it?” she asked, and Kestrel carefully handed it to her.


  “This is not a toy, so be careful,” he warned her, then let her examine the knife, before he gently took it back.


  “How did it become magic?” she asked.


  “The goddess Kai gave me some special magic, and I put some of that magic in the knife,” Kestrel said slowly.


  “Can we go home now?” the girl asked. “I want my mother to see how good I am! She’ll be so happy!”


  Kestrel looked over at the imps, who were starting to stir. “As soon as the imps are awake and ready.”


  Minutes later the imps gathered in a circle around the two travelers, and returned them to the interior of the cabin. The cabin was crowded; and the arrival of the imps, the elf, and the girl caused loud shouts momentarily. As soon as Moorin arrived she unwrapped her arms from around Kestrel and dashed straight to her mother, who was surrounded by men carrying axes, clubs and pitchforks.


  “That’s him! That’s the elf that took Moorin,” Kristen shouted. “He’s healed her! She’s healed!” the mother broke into tears.


  The imps floated in the air in a line in front of Kestrel, who backed against the wall as he faced an apparent mob. He pulled his knife out and held it cautiously in front of him, while he scanned the room. Not far from where the mother and daughter hugged, he saw his fishing acquaintance from the day before.


  “What’s going on?” he directed his question to the fisherman.


  “My son,” he placed his hand on the shoulder of a large man next to him, “and Kristen were arranging all the neighbors into a lynch mob to go looking for you and the girl.”


  “Not a lynch mob,” the son denied, “just a search party.”


  “I told them you would do no harm, but they didn’t listen to me. They never do,” the fisherman said. “I told them you’d given me that water that made me feel so young-like this morning, and besides, it didn’t seem likely that they could go anyplace those blue things were able to disappear to.


  “But they’re not too bright, either one of them, so here we have a houseful of men for no good reason, and you’ve brought Moorin back looking as right as rain,” he finished.


  “Thank you Kestrel,” Moorin called from across the room. She left her mother’s apron and ran over to the elf to hug him again.


  “So you’re an elf, huh?” her father spoke up.


  “Mostly,” Kestrel answered, holding the girl loosely as he watched the crowd in the room. “One grandfather was human, but the rest of my family is elf.”


  “From the North Forest? What took you up into the mountains?” one of the other men asked.


  “No, from the East Forest,” Kestrel answered, drawing blank stares. “I’m heading to the North Forest. I passed through Graylee, and went up over the mountains to come this way.”


  “I didn’t know there was a way blazed through the mountains in that direction,” someone else answered.


  “It turns out there’s not,” Kestrel said dryly, with a grin, and the ice broke, as the others in the room grinned back. “It wasn’t easy even in the summer time, and it would have been impossible in the winter; there’s no good way through. I would have been smarter to sail the long way around.


  “I expect you all want to get back to your lives,” he said after a pause. “If you’ll let me leave now and tell me what path to follow to Narrow Bay, I’ll be on my way.” He felt uncomfortable; after all the time he’d spent in Graylee and Hydrotaz among humans, he suddenly felt his elfishness keenly as he stood trapped among the humans in the rustic cabin, and he wanted to escape into the open forest.


  “You must stay!” Kristen protested. “Let me feed you some breakfast. I’m so sorry about that scene last night. Let me make it up to you.”


  Some of the men were turning from the interior of the cabin and starting to exit, pausing only to take a last look at the blue imps that floated overhead. Kestrel heard Moorin’s father thanking them and expressing appreciation for their arrival to help.


  “No, I’d really rather get on the road. I have a long route ahead of me; I want to get to Narrow Bay,” he begged off, and started edging towards the door.


  “What direction do I need to go?” he directed his question to the fisherman.


  “Follow our path north about five miles until it crosses a stream,” the old man told Kestrel, walking towards the door with him. “It’s just a ford, not a bridge, but it’s not a big stream, and that’s no problem for you anyway,” he grinned.


  “Then a mile after that you come to a real road, and you go left, to the west,” he added. “That road starts out as a country road, but you stay on it, and it’ll take you right on through a few villages, it’ll become a proper highway, and then it’ll go right up to the gates of Narrow Bay.


  “I walked that road several times when I was a young man, taking goods to the market. You’ll find it’s an easy trip,” he said as they reached the door.


  “Thank you,” Kestrel told the old man. He turned to address the imps. “Stillwater, your folks are free to go.”


  “Thank you friend, for the bath last night,” Odare called, and then the sprites were gone.


  “I may call upon you again soon,” he called after them into the empty air. “Be prepared.”


  “Good bye Kestrel!” Moorin’s high voice called out. He looked back at the girl sitting on her mother’s lap, showing her the already healing marks in her leg from the wolf bite, and waved to her, then stepped out the door into the freedom of the open air. He shook hands with his acquaintance the fisherman, and then astonished the men milling around in the yard as he started to sprint away, desiring – feeling compelled – to leave the humans behind as quickly as possible.


  The skies were cloudy in the countryside, blocking any view of the comet in the morning sky, and so Kestrel felt a slight sense of greater security as he passed through the countryside without the sight of the ill omen overhead. By nightfall he was nearly to the city walls, he suspected, based on the increasing density of settlement he passed. He found a small woodlot, and climbed a tree, reflecting that once he entered the city, he might have few nights left to sleep in a tree, few nights left to enjoy solitude and reflection, and then the rain started to fall, and he thought that sleeping in a city inn room wouldn’t have been such a bad choice.


  By the middle of the next morning he was walking along the wharfs at the water front, looking for a ship to carry him across the North Sea’s mouth of water to North Harbor. Narrow Bay appeared to be a city as large as Hydrotaz, but one in which elves were evident – not prominent, but evident and accepted by humans. Kestrel saw more than a dozen other elves, mostly walking in pairs or groups of threes, mostly men, but with a couple of women as well. They nodded companionably at him as they passed, but some of the humans nodded just as pleasantly as well.


  Kestrel found a wharf that appeared to be lined exclusively with ships from Estone, and he turned to walk up the heavy wooden planks, enquiring whether any of them would be traveling to North Harbor. A small freighter admitted plans to do so as soon as its cargo was loaded, and so Kestrel announced that he was a Captain of the Fleet, which led to his request as to whether they had a berth space available for him to travel with the ship.


  “A Captain of the Fleet? An elf?” the first mate replied skeptically.


  “Hold on,” Kestrel said, as he removed his various articles and goods that he had carried for so long, then removed his shirt to reveal the ship’s tattoo that decorated the right side of his chest, across from the perfect scar of a lady’s handprint on his left breast.


  “That’s proof enough,” the officer said, scratching the back of his head, and he assigned a bunk to Kestrel. “We’ll be there first thing tomorrow; it’s a short trip, and we’ll probably anchor in the bay for most of the night before we touch land after sunrise tomorrow,” he explained.


  Kestrel went to his bunk and stayed out of the way as the ship left the wharf not many hours later. He’d seen little of Narrow Bay, but felt little need to see the city, as he focused on his journey ahead. He lay down and felt the ship move through the water, as the sounds of the sails and the hull and the crew all filled his ears. That night he was introduced to the Captain, after the ship dropped its anchor in the calm waters off North Harbor.


  After the polite conversation, Kestrel returned to his bunk and his mind pondered his introduction to the girl named Moorin. He thought about the little girl he had helped heal. It didn’t seem possible that the settler’s daughter could be the girl he had been prophesized to save. Yet the circumstances seemed so like the unique qualifications of the prophecy that he couldn’t imagine there being another opportunity for him to rescue a girl with such a name and then save her as well. He had never understood how that double duty was possible, what it meant, but he knew that between the healing of the illness and the dispatch of wolf he had clearly done both for the little girl from the frontier cabin.


  And if, he grappled with the question he asked himself, if he had carried out the prophecy, what more was there for him to do in the northern lands, in North Harbor and the Northern Forest, other than to try to discover if there was a partially-elven girl of breath-taking beauty? Couldn’t he simply turn around and return south? He could go back to Graylee, and help Philip fight Namber further; or he could try to figure out how to take the fight against the Viathins right down to Uniontown; or he could simply return to the Eastern Forest.


  But it didn’t make sense. Moorin was not a half-breed, as far as he had seen. There was nothing earth-shaking in importance about the pioneer girl, nothing to justify a prophecy. And he didn’t feel any sense of completion, no soul-satisfied sense that his duties on behalf of the deities was done.


  “Approaching shore sir,” a voice awoke him. He had been dreaming and musing and sleeping and thinking, he realized. His mind had spent the night time trying to make sense of his circumstances. As he sat up and saw the dim sunlight filtering down into the ship’s hold, he realized it was past dawn, and the ship was on its way into the city to unload and reload cargo. And despite his soul’s busy night of trying to make sense of his circumstances, he had reached no conclusion about what to do next.


  This meant, he decided, that there was no harm with continuing to move forward with his journey north into the elven lands, unless or until something disrupted his trip. There would be nothing wrong with going to Kirevee, the capital of the northern elves, to visit and see them. He would be one of the very few eastern elves to have made such a trip in memory he knew, and perhaps the only non-trader to make such a journey to visit the distant branch of elves in the north. Maybe he could at least satisfy his curiosity about whether the false Moorin had spoken truly with her claims that the northern elves rode horses and eschewed crickets as a food source, and whether there was a true Moorin who was as extraordinarily gorgeous as he imagined.


  There was no reason to suppose that the northern elves would have to be exactly the same as the eastern elves, he realized abruptly as he started to prepare his goods for disembarkation. There was no sound reason for elves to avoid riding horses, and having experienced the practice so often himself, he wished his own people would not sidestep the opportunity to use the animals. Only the myth of the centaurs in the east caused his nation to miss the opportunity to take advantage of the benefits of horses.


  The ship gave a slight shudder, and Kestrel suspected that they had arrived at the dock. He listened to an increase in the amount of activity on the deck, a sign that the stevedores from the docks were already coming aboard to start unloading the crates destined for North Harbor. He worked his way up to deck, saw the first mate busy talking to a group of men, and waved his thanks, then wove his way through traffic and obstacles to reach the dock.


  The sky was blue in North Harbor; the comet was visible not too far above the horizon. The harbor smelled of rotting seaweed and city sewers, causing Kestrel to waste no time leaving the docks and working his way into town.


  He was hungry. He wanted breakfast. He saw a number of inns and restaurants open and serving food, and he saw a number of elves. More than in Estone, more than in Narrow Bay, he saw that elves made up perhaps as many as one in twelve or ten of the people in the streets. And he saw a bakery, denoted by the sign overhead with an oven and loaves of bread, whose clientele appeared to be mostly elves. It was the place he wanted to go, to get elven food, to observe his distant kindred, and to ask questions.


  There was a line just inside the door, and Kestrel stepped into the back spot, listening to the conversations taking place within. There were many orders for rolls – jelly rolls, nut rolls, lavender rolls, and various other rolls. He watched what happened, and saw that the exchanges involved small breads that he would have called biscuits, but that were apparently called rolls in the north.


  The customers and servers were all speaking elvish, but even though they were spoken in his native tongue, the conversations took place in a clipped accent and a quick conversational style that was hard for him to follow. He listened closely, but the words seemed shortened and hurried, so that by the time he got to the front, Kestrel was only half sure he knew what to say.


  “I’d like a pine nut roll,” he said in a neutral voice.


  The old man behind the counter looked at him without moving. Before Kestrel’s turn the man had been a living display of perpetual motion, grabbing rolls, collecting money, giving change, seeming to act before he even heard the order of most customers. But Kestrel’s unusual accent had stopped him cold.


  “What’d you say?” the man asked.


  “I’d like a roll for breakfast. Do you have rolls with pine nuts?” Kestrel repeated. He was sure he had heard another customer order a pine nut roll already, and he knew what a pine nut was, and how it tasted.


  “Where’re you from?” the counterman asked.


  “I just got here today,” Kestrel answered. He had violated some rule in some manner, he sensed. The bakery was less active, and he realized that he was the cause of the slowdown.


  “I asked you where you’re from, not when you got here,” the baker said.


  “I’m from the Eastern Forest,” Kestrel answered plainly.


  “The Eastern Forest? You’re an elf from the Eastern Forest? Well, mostly an elf,” the elf behind him in line, an elf who looked to be a few years older than Kestrel, spoke up.


  “Yes,” Kestrel answered. “I was born and raised there, but I’ve been traveling the past couple of years.”


  “No wonder he talks so slow. Or else maybe he’s just slow,” someone further back in line said, drawing a few guffaws.


  “I’d like to have a roll,” Kestrel turned to the baker.


  “We don’t have pine nut rolls,” he responded. “Is there something else you’d like?”


  “What else do you have?” Kestrel asked.


  “They’ve got a lot of customers in a hurry; come on and order already,” a voice behind called out.


  “We’ve got berry jelly-filled, sugar-frosted, plain, peanut, and braided,” the list whipped from the baker’s mouth.


  “Peanut? Is that like pine nut? I’ll take one of those,” Kestrel said desperately, realizing that he had misheard the peanut name pronounced as pine nut by the others who had quickly spoken familiarly to one another.


  He placed a coin on the counter. The baker took the coin, handed him the roll, then stopped and looked at the coin. “Where’s this from?” he asked.


  Kestrel looked at the small bronze coin, one that he had received in Graylee, though he saw that it was a Hydrotaz coin. The money between the two countries flowed easily from one to the other, he knew.


  “Hydrotaz,” he said promptly.


  The baker slung the coin into a slot. “Never saw one of those before,” he muttered.


  Kestrel took the roll and bolted out of the bakery as quickly as his dignity allowed.


  The flow of customers resumed its quick pace, and Kestrel realized that these were people in a hurry – self-important city folks going to work, or anxious to run an errand in a busy center of commerce. He was not in such a hurry, nor had he been prepared to assume the pace of such a hurry. He was traveling without a deadline, possibly without a goal even, he knew, and he was in a strange land where he apparently didn’t quite fit in.


  Was the accent he had faced the accent of the city alone, or the accent of all the elves in the north he wondered. He started to eat his roll as he walked northward through the city environ, among the twisting roads, always trying to keep the rising sun on his right side.


  When he passed the guards at the gate in the city wall, he was done with his roll, and ready to leave North Harbor behind. He stopped at a small shop, one that was run by a watchful human woman at the counter. He wanted to buy some food to eat on the road, however long the journey was likely to be, and he wanted to ask some questions, to get some information. The store was nearly deserted, and he thought he could take the time to talk to the proprietor as he bought his goods.


  ‘I’d like some of those,” he remembered to switch to the human tongue as he pointed to a basket on a shelf behind the counter, asking the saleslady to grab some of the small loaves of bread there.


  “What’d you say?” the lady asked.


  “The basket with the bread – I’d like to try one of those,” he spoke as slowly and clearly as he thought he could accomplish.


  The woman grabbed one of the small loaves and handed it to him. It had a tough crust; it would be very chewy, but it might retain moisture on the inside longer too. “How long do these stay fresh?” he asked.


  He watched the woman’s lips flutter as she repeated back his question, turning the sounds into words. It was evident that there was a problem with the accent the people of the north had. Or, he sheepishly corrected himself, there was a problem with his accent – in two languages.


  “Yes,” the woman suddenly said, speaking slowly, “this bread will stay fresh for three or four days. Is that long enough?” she paused, then spoke again. “Are you going on a journey?”


  He felt relief to hear her questions; she had understood his words, and even better, she understood his need.


  “I want to go to Kirevee,” he said, “How long is that trip?”


  “This gets easier the longer it goes,” the woman muttered. “Kirevee? Three days. You go there in three days,” she spoke a little louder than seemed necessary in the small space between them, then pulled several more of the loaves of bread out of the basket.


  “Apples? Peaches?” Kestrel asked. He assumed he could probably pick a couple of apples along the way if he passed an orchard, but it seemed better to buy the goods from this woman who had taken time to give him some information.


  “I’ve got apples,” she replied promptly. She stepped to her right and bent down beneath the counter, to come up with an apple.


  Kestrel held up five fingers, and she pulled out four more.


  He opened his pouch and tried to guess how much he owed. He put a selection of coins on the counter. He felt it would be more than enough to cover his costs, but he left them all in sight of the sales lady as he began to put the food in his bag, filling the empty crannies in his pack.


  “Here’s your change,” the woman spoke, and Kestrel saw that a pair of coins remained on the counter.


  “Thank you. Do you know the way to Kirevee? What roads to take?” he asked.


  “Follow the road north until you cross a big river on a bridge made of blue stone, then go left, follow the fork that goes north west,” she seemed to know the way.


  “Where are you from?” she asked.


  “The Eastern Forest, out south of Estone,” he answered.


  “I’ve never met an elf from the east before. Have a safe journey,” she told him, as he walked away.


  The road to Kirevee was a relatively busy one, with enough traffic to give Kestrel people to watch or something new to see very few minutes. One thing he saw three times was a horse ridden by an elf, answering that question that he had wondered about. He shifted quickly into a jog, not satisfied with the pace of walking, and he came up upon a group of a dozen elves who were also running as a group along the road, going in the same direction he was headed. He stayed with them for more than three hours, and realized that they took turns rotating the leadership of the pack, taking turns serving as the windbreak for the others behind. And so when the rotation turned around to him, he silently accepted the role and stayed out in front as the leader of the group.


  After a stretch of time he began to wonder how to trade the leadership role to the next person, what signal to use after expending so much extra energy to help the others along, but just as he was ready to simply drop out of the lead, they came to a blue stone bridge. They were hours into the journey for the day, through fields and villages, before the group had reached the fork in the road on the far side of the river. He unintentionally slowed down as he contemplated the appearances of the two forks, knowing that he was going to take the one on the left, and looking to see the relative aspects of each road.


  As his steps shortened, another elf flew past him and took the lead. “Nice work,” he heard a pair of voices murmur behind him.


  At the fork in the road every member of the group but two went to the left.


  “Ta,” he heard a couple of voices say, while others said “toodles,” to the parting pair, but the group moved on without slowing down, and Kestrel stayed with them. They hadn’t stopped for lunch, or for any other purpose, and Kestrel was beginning to think about leaving the group for a stop in a small clump of trees they had entered. He’d miss being part of the running cluster; there was a comfort in being around others who ran so well, and shared the common goal of staying in motion, and there was an additional element of safety and protection involved in the running group as well.


  Just as he prepared to drop out, the group leader held up a hand, and the whole pack slowed to a walk. Kestrel nearly bumped into the elf in front of him, an older woman who might have been his mother, before he realized what has happening and put his brakes on. Without comment the running elves scattered out into the trees of the woods, and Kestrel found his own patch of bushes. When he returned to the road the rest of the elves were milling around.


  “Good, you’re the last one,” a man said in the fast, clipped accent that Kestrel was coming to understand better. “We’ll try to get through the bad woods without trouble, and then spend the night on the other side. You all know the rules: call ‘left’ or ‘right’ if you see trouble, stay with a partner.”


  Kestrel listened to the odd speech, wondering what had prompted it, and what it meant. Just then the woman he had almost bumped into came up to him. “Want to partner up?” she asked.


  “What is this all about?” he asked her.


  She looked at him, and he knew she was trying to understand his speech. “What is happening?” he repeated each word slowly.


  “Where are you from?” she asked in surprise. The other elves all seemed ready to go, and were looking at the two of them.


  Kestrel gave a sigh. “I’m from the Eastern Forest, south of Estone,” he spoke slowly.


  “Does everyone there talk like you?” someone asked.


  “What are we going to go through?” Kestrel ignored the question. “What is this about?”


  “You mean you don’t know? Haven’t you ever been here before?” a pretty girl asked.


  Kestrel shook his head.


  “Well how about that!” the man who had given the speech spoke. “We’ve got a virgin!” he caused a round of small twitters.


  “We’re heading to Kirevee, but there’s a lawless stretch of the road where a gang of human thieves often demand ransom or just plain theft and plunder from travelers. Elves have started travelling in packs like this to try to have safety in numbers,” the man explained.


  “Do you understand me?” he asked, and Kestrel nodded.


  “We’ll be in the dark forest in about a half hour, and it’ll take an hour to pass through,” he explained. “We’ll hit it about at sundown, and the darkness will work to our advantage because of our better eyes. Do you have good vision?” he asked. Kestrel nodded. “I wasn’t sure about those purple peepers of yours,” the man grinned.


  “So stay beside your partner,” he nodded towards the woman who had asked Kestrel to partner up, “watch for trouble, and keep up a good pace through the forest.


  “We’ll talk when we’re on the other side. There’s an inn we’ll probably stay at,” the man gave Kestrel a pat on the shoulder, then walked back to the front of the double line that was forming up. Kestrel edged over to stand next to the woman who he was teamed with.


  “I’m Winne,” she told him, sticking a hand out to shake.


  “I’m Kestrel,” he reciprocated, and then they shook hands momentarily just before the line began to move.


  The countryside was getting dark, as the sun sank towards the horizon, looking unusually red as it hung above the fields to their left. After several minutes they entered a deep forest, and Kestrel sensed the tension level rising among his companions. He looked around constantly, behind the trees, into the bushes, up at the overhanging branches in the canopy that spread above the road, alertly watching for trouble.


  The last dim red light from the sunset faded away, and the forest grew dark, filled with a deep blackness that even the elven eyes of the group members had trouble penetrating. For several long minutes they ran on without any events, until a small light appeared ahead. As they ran closer, Kestrel saw that it was a line of torches on either side of the road, set there for no apparent reason. There was no bridge or house or other justification for the seemingly random placement of the burning torches in the heart of the empty forest.


  “Don’t look at the lights! You’ll ruin your night vision,” the leader called from the front of the line. “This is likely to be a trap; we’ll accelerate in three seconds to sprint through.


  “Three, two,” he counted down as they approached the first of the torches.


  Kestrel didn’t hear him say “one,” for at that moment an arrow flew out of the darkness and hit him in the right shoulder, and then a second arrow hit him in the left kidney. The two blows spun him around and knocked him down. He heard shouting and screams and angry voices as he lay in the dust of the road writhing in pain.


  After seconds of agony, Kestrel opened his eyes, and saw a human man holding a knife to Winne’s throat. With a grunt of pain, Kestrel’s hand crept to his hip and he pulled Lucretia loose, then let his fingers gingerly flip the knife forward. Driven by the divine powers that it possessed, the knife flew through the air and struck the man in the throat, releasing a great deal of blood as the man fell to the ground and Winne was free.


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel croaked. He looked and saw two men attacked one elf, and he flipped the knife away again.


  There were at least two men for every elf in the group, and at least two other elves were down, Kestrel thought.


  “Lucretia, return,” he called again. He saw a man ready to stab an elf, the pretty girl who had spoken to him earlier, and he flipped the knife again.


  “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater, I need many warriors to help,” he gasped out a message, then closed his eyes, overcome by pain again.


  The tone of the screams around him changed, and he opened his eyes to see a dozen imps in the air. “Attack the humans! Protect the elves,” he spoke as loudly as he could, then saw the imps start diving into the fray.


  “Kestrel bloody elf, can you hear me?” he realized that Odare was beside him.


  “I hear you, my friend,” he answered.


  “How can we help you? What do you need?” he heard the worry in her voice.


  “Win this battle,” he said.


  “We are; we have. The humans are fleeing,” the imp told him.


  “Go get Alicia. Go back to Center Trunk and get her. Tell her there are elves who are injured and we need her help. Tell her to bring her instruments,” Kestrel closed his eyes.


  “I’ll go, Kestrel friend. Hang on please, dear one,” Odare responded, and then Kestrel sensed she was gone.


  Kestrel opened his eyes. There were six elves standing, and three others who were lying on the ground, as well as many humans down. The elves were all standing with drawn weapons, looking at the imps that circled overhead.


  “They’re friendly,” Kestrel called out. “The imps are friendly,” he said, not sure if anyone heard him.


  There was another squeal of panic, and Kestrel opened his eyes to see Alicia looking about in bewilderment, surrounded by imps, as the northern elves looked at her fearfully.


  “Oh Kestrel!” she cried as she recognized him in the light of the still-burning torches, and then ran over to him, dropping to her knees. “We need to get you to the healing spring,” she said as she examined his wounds. She took his hand in hers and squeezed it gently; he squeezed back.


  “Go check the others,” he told her. “Thank you for coming.”


  She stood and went to see the other elves prone on the ground, then spoke to the apparent leader of the elves, the one who had explained the situation to Kestrel. She came back to see the injured eastern elf.


  “It’s hard to understand them,” she muttered. “Can your imps take all the injured elves to the spring?” she asked.


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel raised his voice and spoke up. “Can you take us all to the healing spring?” he asked.


  “We will do it in shifts,” the imp replied.


  “Take Alicia first, and then the wounded ones,” Kestrel directed.


  “I’ll see you in a moment,” Alicia told him as the imps immediately surrounded her, and then she was gone.


  Another trio of imps settled around one of the wounded elves on the ground, and then he disappeared, drawing cries from the other elves.


  “What is happening?” the standing elf leader came over and knelt by Kestrel. “What are you doing?”


  Two more injured elves were engulfed in imps and disappeared.


  “We’re going to where we can be healed,” Kestrel told the man, as imps descended around him, and then he was in the gray emptiness between places.


  The imps laid him gently on the ground. “Would you bring the healthy ones too, please?” Kestrel asked.


  Killcen was among the imps around him, and nodded agreement, then left. Kestrel lay prone on the grass, and looked over to see that Alicia was busy tending the wounds of one of the other elves.


  Winne arrived just then. “That was horrible! Where are we?” she looked around in the dim starlight that was the only illumination, and saw the other elves on the ground.


  “Winne, help Alicia,” Kestrel called to her. “Move the wounded elves into the water. It has magical healing powers,” he grunted in pain, then closed his eyes.


  He took several deep breaths then opened his eyes and saw Winne and Alicia working together to lay the wounded in the water, still clothed, apparently in need of immediate treatment.


  “Kestrel friend, the others refuse to let us bring them,” Canyon was suddenly beside Kestrel.


  “Winne,” Kestrel called. The elf woman looked up at him. He motioned weakly with his hand, and she came over.


  “Do you need to get in the water?” she asked.


  He shook his head. “The other elves won’t come here with the imps. Will you go back and tell them it’s safe to travel?”


  Winne paused, and Kestrel knew she was deciphering his words. She seemed to understand, and looked over at where Alicia was busily at work.


  “Yes,” she said simply.


  “Take her back as a messenger,” Kestrel told Canyon. He felt suddenly lightheaded, and closed his eyes, then passed out.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 12 – Visiting Kirevee


  


  When Kestrel awoke, he was naked, and he was in the water of the spring, and the sun was breaching the horizon. The arrows were gone from his body; his wounds felt tender, but he was not in debilitating pain.


  There were elves asleep in the water, and elves asleep on the grass. There were many imps asleep in the spring water as well, and he smiled a small smile, pleased that Alicia had been present to know how to treat the imps to thank them for their heroic arrival at the battle and rescue effort afterwards.


  Kestrel saw Alicia curled up on the grass, sleeping at a slight distance from the other elves, the northern elves. He rose and stood in the water, then quietly waded over to where the other elves lay in the water. There were two men and the pretty girl. Although Kestrel had seen them lying in the water still clothed when Alicia had first started treating them, all were as naked as he was, and he examined their bodies, seeing the healing scars from the wounds they had suffered.


  “You’re not shy about looking, are you?” the girl’s eyes were open and she looked at him with a steady gaze. She had the classic slender build of an elven maiden, and her hair was an unusual silver color, similar to the color that many imps had, Kestrel thought. He averted his eyes in embarrassment.


  “Do you know where our clothes are?” she asked as she sat up, one arm casually but strategically giving her some modest cover.


  Kestrel waded over to the shoreline and picked up a pile of feminine clothing to show her, then stepped quietly over to where his own clothes were, and started to dress himself, as he heard the girl leave the water too.


  Kestrel looked over and saw that she was clothed, and looking at him, then inspecting the other sleeping elves. No one else was awake, he realized, so he motioned for her to follow him, as he grabbed his pack, then led her down the exiting stream, to a distance where they could talk without disturbing the others.


  “What are you?” the girl asked as they sat on a fallen tree limb.


  Kestrel opened his bag and pulled out one of the small loaves of bread. He tore the bread in half, then offered part to the girl.


  “I’m hungry,” he answered at last, and took a chewy bite of the bread.


  The girl looked at him, then followed suit.


  “My name is Kestrel,” he spoke slowly and tried to enunciate each word distinctly, hoping to only have to explain himself once to the girl. “I come from the Eastern Forest. That’s where we are right now. This is a spring of magical healing water. I’ve come here many times to be healed.


  “The imps brought us here to help us heal; they carried all of us here to safety,” he continued.


  “The imps – you know them? Did you call them? Do they obey you, are you their master?” the girl’s questions came rapidly, and Kestrel listened to them, then reconstructed the sounds to figure out her questions.


  “What’s your name?” Kestrel asked. “It’s not Moorin, is it?” He had a sudden premonition that he had stumbled onto another Moorin, perhaps had already rescued and or saved her.


  She looked at him. “Malindaree. Most folks just call me Mal; my close friends call me Ree. Moorin’s not my name,” she said.


  Kestrel grinned in relief. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t want this girl to be the next Moorin, if there was another one to come, but he was glad she was just a girl, and not a figure of fate.


  “You can call me Mal,” she added.


  “Mal, the imps and I are allies,” he looked up in the sky, suddenly remembering the comet, but it was hidden by the trees that grew overhead.


  “I’m not their master, but they are assigned to help me for a while,” Kestrel told her.


  “Were they injured too? Is that why they’re all in the water?” she asked, then took another bite of bread.


  “No, the water is like ale or wine for them, somehow. It makes them fall asleep and have wonderful dreams. They love it,” Kestrel told her.


  “Do you eat crickets?” he asked suddenly. The false Moorin’s story still bothered him, and he blurted out the question.


  Mal looked at him with a crinkled nose. “Ew! No. Do you?” she suddenly looked down at the piece of bread she held.


  “The bread’s fine,” Kestrel told her hastily. “I bought it at a shop in North Harbor. There are no crickets in it.”


  Mal gave an audible sigh of relief, and retracted her arms, which had extended to stretch the bread as far from her as possible.


  “But elves in the Eastern Forest do eat crickets,” he added.


  “We do. We just do,” he said defensively, in reply to the expression on her face.


  “Who was the doctor? I remember someone taking care of me last night,” she pulled up her shirt and looked at the mark where she had been stabbed in the stomach. “That was awful, bloody awful. I thought we were all going to die until those imps showed up suddenly and starting attacking the humans.”


  “Alicia. She’s a friend of mine,” Kestrel answered. “She’s the doctor. She’s treated me more times than I can begin to count,” he gave a slight smile.


  “Is she a friend, or a real friend?” Mal asked, noting something in his tone.


  “She’s married to someone else; it’s complicated. We aren’t anything other than friends,” Kestrel stumbled over the unexpected question.


  “Hello? Kestrel?” he heard Alicia’s voice just then, calling in a hushed shout not far away.


  “Alicia?” he called. He stood, and saw that she was close by, her view of them blocked by a forest bush.


  The elven doctor ran to him and they embraced in a tight, long hug. The contact was silent for seconds that stretched on.


  “How do you feel?” Alicia asked at last. She pressed him away to examine him, then looked down at Malindaree.


  “I’m fine. Thanks,” Kestrel answered. “You took good care of me again.”


  “What were you doing in the northern forest?” Alicia asked. “I’ve never met elves from the northern forest.”


  “I’m just starting to meet them,” he replied. I just got there yesterday. I think that technically, I may not have even been in the northern forest yet; we may have been in North Harbor territory when we were attacked.


  “I’m sure you two can understand each other,” Mal spoke up, “but when you talk to each other your accents are really strong.”


  “Mal,” Kestrel returned to slow enunciation, “this is Alicia, the doctor who saved us.


  “Alicia, this is Malindaree, one of the companions I was traveling with when we were attacked.”


  “The others are starting to awaken. Would you like to come back to join the group?” Alicia asked.


  Malindaree stood up, and they strolled back to the opening by the spring, Kestrel and Alicia holding hands. All the other elves were awake and dressed by the time they returned. Kestrel handed out apples and bread to the others, then started to lift imps from the water, as he spoke slowly to explain all that he knew had happened.


  “So the imps can take us back this morning? Can they take us to Kirevee?” asked Ripken, the elf who seemed to be a leader.


  “The imps haven’t been to Kirevee before, so they don’t know how to get there. They can go to places I call them to, but I’m not there to call them. They can take us back to the spot in the forest where they picked us up,” Kestrel explained.


  “Well, let’s go back,” one anxious elf asked.


  “As soon as the imps wake up, we’ll go,” Kestrel said calmly.


  He found out that the group of elves was not a single group. There was a spot outside North Harbor that elves congregated in, so that they could travel together in a convoy through the dangerous forest. There were actually two single elves, two pairs, and a trio who had all been running as a group in search of mutual protection.


  The imps woke and dressed. “Would you take Alicia home first?” Kestrel asked Stillwater.


  “Tell Silvan that I’m in the North Forest. I don’t know if there’s any good reason for me to be there, but I’m going to find out,” he told Alicia as they stood apart from the others.


  “Philip is possibly going to need help defending Graylee from Namber if the former prince attacks again. I know it’s hard to convince folks in Center Trunk, but we should try to help the good humans fight against Uniontown,” he told her.


  “You keep trying, Kestrel,” she said with a smile. She rose on her toes to kiss him gently. “I miss you.”


  “I miss you too,” he said, and realized it was truer than he had known. He did miss Alicia. The imps circled around her, and she waved, then disappeared.


  After that, the elves returned to the road in the forest. The battle site was untouched. The dead humans still lay in the road, and the burnt-out torches still stood atop the posts they had been tied to.


  “We’ll go on and have a proper breakfast at the inn, my treat,” Ripken said. “Then those who want to stick together and reach Kirevee today can continue on with me afterwards; I’m going to sleep in my own bed tonight,” he grinned. “And anyone who wants to travel slower or go elsewhere is free to drop out of the group.


  “Except you,” he pointed at Kestrel with a smile. “I want to show you off at the palace!”


  There was a smattering of laughter, and then they started in motion. Kestrel waved the imps away and gave them profuse thanks, setting them free to return to their lives, and he ran alongside Winne. An hour later they were out of the forest and in a land of pastures and scattered, cultivated fields, and then an hour more brought them to a village and tavern that straddled the edge of the next forested area.


  “Welcome to the North Forest!” Winne told Kestrel, gesturing towards the trees in front of them as they dropped out of their running mode and started walking into the village.


  “Keeper, set a banquet for ten in your finest room,” Ripken shouted loudly as he walked into the inn moments later.


  There was a scramble of activity by the staff, and an awkward elven boy, perhaps drafted from the stables in a pinch, became their meal servant, filling their glasses with juice, water, ale or wine, according to the tastes of each member of the running band, as a waitress ran up and down the stairs from the kitchen to the small banquet room assigned to their use on the upper floor, with a wall of windows looking out over the road that ran through the village below.


  The waitress brought dish after dish of food. There were roasted and sugar-crusted bits of acorn meat, there were asparagus spears, roasted tubers, small pies filled with squirrel meat – the delivery of food went on and on, and all the elves in the room ate hearty meals, until they could eat no more.


  “There you are companions, my reward to you for being part of the most adventurous journey I’ve ever taken!” Ripken spoke as he leaned back in his chair and observed everyone gathered around. The table was littered with food and empty plates. Kestrel couldn’t remember having eaten so much food in one sitting in years.


  “I’ll wait a little while to digest, and then I’m going to return to the road to get back to the city tonight. Who’s going to push it with me? I know you are Kestrel,” he noted.


  “I’ll join you,” Winne spoke up.


  There was a hushed conversation at the other end of the table. “We’re in,” Malindaree and two other girls chimed in.


  The two couples both declined, so a half hour later, the group of six took to the road and began running together. Ripken set a fast pace, and they all fell silent as they saved their breath and followed his lead.


  Despite the accent differences, as they ran along, Kestrel began to feel like he was at home among elves. The road was not a wide one, and the route was forever bordered by deep forests, with few hints of openings in the canopy and only an occasional pasture or open spot along the way. They passed other travelers, but none that were on horses.


  By late afternoon they began to slow down, as they encountered more traffic – sometimes traders carrying baskets of goods, sometimes farmers with wagons of produce, wagons that were pulled by horses, in the case of one or two large wagons.


  Their pace slowed down to a walk, and Malindaree introduced her two friends to Kestrel. Shagra and Daviys were both pretty girls, though neither had the striking silver hair that set Malindaree apart in a crowd.


  “So you like to eat bugs?” Shangra asked in a tone that seemed mean-spirited to Kestrel.


  “That’s not what I said!” Mal protested. “I said you said that eastern elves eat crickets,” she corrected.


  “Crickets are bugs,” Shangra said defensively.


  “Kestrel, come up here,” Ripken called, pulling Kestrel away from the uncomfortable conversation. “There it is,” he gestured ahead, “there’s Kirevee.”


  The trees were thinned out, though not absent, in the view looking forward, and Kestrel could see the skyline of the city. It was a city – not a town like Elmheng, but a city, and on the one hand it was an elven city – there were similarities to Center Trunk, the only other elven city he had seen. But it was clearly more like a human city than Center Trunk; there was greater density, less intermingling of the forest and the settlement.


  There were towers, like the tall buildings of humans, almost like the tall buildings of the imps, he thought. They weren’t as densely built as the human or imp towers, and they weren’t as tall as the imp spires. They looked like approximations of trees – the towers were larger at the top than at the bottom, and the numerous balconies that opened off the buildings vaguely resembled leaves.


  There weren’t many of the tree towers – less than a half dozen, including a cluster of three together in one spot, and two individual towers in other parts of the city.


  The group continued on walking slowly. “This is your home?” Kestrel asked Winne.


  “Yes,” she replied. “It’ll be good to get home, humble as home is.”


  “Where do you live?” Kestrel asked, curious about what was humble in the city of Kirevee.


  “I have an apartment above my uncle’s store,” she spoke proudly. “I’m his trader. I travel to North Harbor, or even Narrow Bay or Seafare. I’ve even sailed to Two Hills a time or two to get wool,” she boasted of her exploits,


  “We’re on Road of the Fjords,” she added. “You’ll have to come see the shop, so you can see how the everyday people live.”


  They were working their way through the traffic, nearly to the gates of the city. The gates were ceremonial, rather than functional. Like Center Trunk, there was no true wall around the city. But there were large arching structures built over the road as it entered the city, providing a ceremonial boundary to mark where the city jurisdiction began.


  The group passed through the gates, as the sky began to turn red, the sun setting on the end of their day, Kestrel’s first day in the kingdom of the Northern Forest, while the comet crept above the horizon. There were trees within the city, but Kestrel noted they were fewer in number than in Center Trunk; Kirevee was closer to a human city than an elven one, by his standards.


  “We’re going to go out west,” Malindaree, pressed forward and told Ripken. “Thank you for the meal and the company, my lord. Perhaps we’ll see you at court?”


  “I’ll look forward to the opportunity; now that I know you I’ll watch for you, my lady,” Ripken told the girl. They momentarily pressed their palms together, and then Malindaree dropped back a couple of steps.


  “It was a pleasure to run with you,” she said politely to Winne.


  “Kestrel, thank you for saving our lives; thank you for healing us; thank you for the most extraordinary experience any of us have ever known! We’re lucky you joined our group,” she told Kestrel. “You’ll have to promise you’ll come on the crawl with us while you’re in town, so we can thank you with some hospitality!” she started to step away.


  “What’s the crawl? How should I find you?” he asked.


  She came back towards him. “Don’t worry, we’ll find you!” she grinned, then suddenly leaned up against him and kissed him soundly on the lips, turned quickly and fled back to her friends, who giggled as they ducked away through the crowd and out of sight.


  “You’re in for an adventure,” Winne said dryly.


  “Why do you say that?” Kestrel asked.


  “Those girls – they’re part of the crowd, the wealthy families, the minor nobles, the great mining clans – those kinds of kids have lots of money and no responsibility,” the merchant answered.


  “This is my turn, I’ve got to go,” she told Kestrel.


  “Thank you, Lord Ripken,” she reached forward and tapped his shoulder. “Thank you for your hospitality this morning.”


  “And thank you for your companionship,” he replied. “Did I hear you say you have a shop on the Road of the Fjords? I’ll tell our folks to visit,” he said.


  Winne held her hand up to Kestrel, palm outward, and after a moment’s confusion, Kestrel remembered seeing Malindaree and Ripken press palms. He held his hand up and pressed it against hers. She squeezed her fingers around his hand momentarily, smiled at him, then parted, and disappeared down a side street.


  “Come along, conqueror,” Ripken was now walking beside Kestrel. “We need to get home and get cleaned up.”


  “Where is home, my lord?” Kestrel had caught the title both Mal and Winne had used.


  “You don’t know, do you?” Ripken grinned. “You are completely innocent to our city; I believe it. How I wish I could witness the next few days through your eyes!”


  “We are going to the palace,” he pointed ahead, towards the area where the cluster of tall tree buildings rose. “I live there, or I have a suite of rooms there, plus a house in the country.


  “We’ll arrange for you to have a nice room in one of the towers,” Ripken spoke as they reached a gate in a high wall, a true boundary marker, apparently the wall around the palace grounds, although they were still some distance from the tall tree buildings.


  Guards nodded to Ripken respectfully, and he and Kestrel passed through easily. Inside the wall they were in a park-like setting, with groves of trees – decorative, flowering trees – small ponds and fountains, and beds of flowers.


  “So why are you here, Kestrel?” Ripken asked.


  “I’m not sure, my lord,” Kestrel answered.


  “You don’t have to use a title when it’s just the two of us, Kestrel. Great goddess, you saved my life. Just call me Ripken,” the man said. “So why aren’t you sure?”


  “I thought I was on a mission,” Kestrel paused considering what to tell the nobleman. His story would sound unbelievable he knew, but it was all real. And Ripken had already experienced the imps and the spring, so Kestrel would have some credibility.


  “You remember the healing spring?” Kestrel asked.


  “How could I forget it?” Ripken said dryly.


  “The first time I went to the spring, I went because Kere sent me,” Kestrel said, watching Ripken’s eyebrows rise. “And she told me there was a girl, a mixed race girl, like me, who I would have to rescue, and I thought she might be from the Northern Forest. So,” Kestrel decided to skip everything else for the present story, “I was on my way here, but along the way I rescued a girl, and now I don’t know if I still need to come here to make a rescue or not. This journey may be purposeless, but I decided to come anyway, just to be sure.”


  “Lord Ripken,” a man’s voice called, “it’s so good to see you back, right on time. I trust your journey was smooth?”


  A man walked up to them, intercepting them from a crosswalk, and the man pressed palms with Ripken, then looked at Kestrel.


  “Targus, this is Kestrel. Kestrel, this is Targus, my right hand man,” Ripken made introductions.


  “I owe Kestrel a huge favor, and I’ve invited him to stay at the palace as my guest,” Ripken explained to Targus. “Would you take him to the sunrise tower, and procure a suite of rooms for him?


  Make sure he has everything he needs, a set of clothes for court, etc., and arrange for him to join us for dinner tonight,” Ripken instructed. “I need to go make a few arrangements before we meet.”


  “Certainly, my lord,” Targus replied. “Follow me please,” he said to Kestrel.


  “See you tonight,” Ripken called as they parted ways.


  “Do you have a title?” Targus asked Kestrel.


  “Yes,” Kestrel answered reluctantly, embarrassed by the thought that he might have to try to match titles with the nobility and royalty of the Northern Forest, “I’m the Warden of the Marches,” he said.


  Targus was looking at him silently, and Kestrel realized that his accent had struck again. He repeated his title slowly. “I come from the Eastern Forest,” he added.


  “How extraordinary,” Targus seemed to understand. “Have you ever visited before?”


  “Other lands, but not here, not Kirevee,” Kestrel answered.


  “You’re in for a treat, Lord Kestrel,” Targus said enthusiastically. “You’ll have a great time in the tower, the dinner tonight will be smashing, and then there are the contests tomorrow for the day of celebration! Your timing is impeccable.


  “So what favor did you do for my lord?” Targus asked as they reached the entrance to one of the towers. The stalk of the building was of considerable girth, as big around as Creata’s town house in Graylee, Kestrel thought to himself.


  “We were running together in the forest last night with a group of other elves, and we were attacked by some robbers,” Kestrel answered. “Fortunately we fought our way free and we all escaped safely.” He was being modest again; he didn’t want to have to tell stories that most elves weren’t going to believe.


  They stopped at a desk, Where Targus asked for a suite for a guest. “No, not that one,” he rejected the first offering as Kestrel watched. “Give us a large one, on the east side, so he can see the sun rise.”


  The servant behind the counter gave Targus a key, and Targus motioned to Kestrel to follow. They circled around behind a wall behind the servant’s desk, and Kestrel heard a continual creaking noise, and then he saw the strangest thing he had ever seen in a building: a very wide half tube extended up to the ceiling above, and down into the floor below. The Tube was about a yard wide, and a continuous rope netting was rising from the floor and climbing up to disappear into the hole in the ceiling. Every few seconds a wooden platter would appear, tied into the netting.


  There were four such tubes set into the wall. Two were rising and two were falling.


  “Never seen anything like this before, have you?” Targus grinned. “It’s something special we use for the towers, so people can ride up and down without having to climb a thousand steps. Here, watch,” he said.


  Targus stepped over to an upward moving tube, and watched it. As soon as a wooden platter appeared, he reached out, grabbed hold of the rope netting, and stepped onto the platter.


  “Come on!” he exclaimed to Kestrel as he rose, and disappeared out of sight.


  Kestrel stood in astonishment, looking upward, boggled by the notion of riding such a contraption upward.


  “Is this your first time?” a voice asked behind him, and he turned to see a girl about his own age standing behind him.


  “Here, come with me,” she took command of the situation. She grabbed Kestrel’s hand and dragged him to the other upward tube. With their hands together, she watched, then reached out and grasped the netting, locking one of Kestrel’s hands into the woven ropes with her own.


  “Now step on,” she commanded, as the wooden platter appeared, and she stepped on.


  The netting was pulling Kestrel upward, and he instinctively lifted his foot and placed it next to hers, then felt himself being lifted off the ground.


  “Get all the way on now, quickly,” the girl urged him, grabbing him to pull him into a cozy hug against herself as they rose and passed through the hole in the ceiling.


  “How far do you go?” she asked him, her face just inches from his.


  He studied her closely in the dim light. Each floor they passed through had a single lantern burning, and the shadows fell and rose along her face as they passed each new level. Her face was interesting. She wasn’t beautiful, but she was attractive, in a way that spoke of strength and character. She had dark eyes, dark eyebrows, and a widows peak that was prominent.


  “I don’t know. I didn’t ask,” he replied.


  “What did you say?” the girl asked.


  “Kestrel! Lord Kestrel! Here’s your floor!” Targus was calling and grabbed at Kestrel pulling him unexpectedly away from the girl, who stared at him as she disappeared through the ceiling.


  “Well, what do you think of that?” Targus asked.


  “It’s incredible! I’ve never seen anything like it! How does it work?” Kestrel asked.


  “Windmills,” Targus answered as he started walking down the hallway. “They have them up on the roof, and the wind seems to blow almost all the time up that high.


  “And when it doesn’t, they can take horses down into a chamber beneath the tower and make the lifts work, though they run much slower with the horses,” he explained. He stopped at a door and used the key to unlock it.


  The hall way they left was dim, and the room they entered was dark. Kestrel dropped all his weapons and packs on the floor by the door, while Targus used a flint on the table to light a candle that lay there.


  “”Here are your rooms,” he explained, and walked through the entry hall to a sitting room with several chairs, and a wide window with a doorway built in. “Here is your balcony,” he motioned towards the door. “Over there is your bedroom and bath,” he pointed, “and over here,” he motioned to the other door, “is your guest room, if someone like your friend from the lift wants to spend the night.”


  “Do you have anything,” Targus hesitated, “formal to wear to the dinner tonight?”


  “These are the best clothes I have,” Kestrel replied, motioning to the clothes he wore, dirty and scuffed and torn from weeks of mountain travel and roadway battles.


  “I’ll have a set of robes delivered. They’ll be a little old-fashioned, but we don’t have time to measure you and tailor the pieces, and besides, the robes will be back in fashion in another year or two anyway,” Targus seemed to think out loud.


  “You go clean yourself up. The robes will be delivered in an hour, and you should be down in the lobby in two hours; I’ll send someone to pick you up and deliver you to the banquet tonight, and he’ll meet you in the lobby. I must go now, ta,” Targus laid the room key down on the table by the door where the candle and flint had laid, and then was gone.


  The man seemed to take most of the energy out of the room with him when he left, and Kestrel breathed a sigh of relief. He felt a desperate need to relax, to take a deep breath and exhale. He opened the door to the balcony and walked out to stand on a long, narrow shelf with a railing, from which he had an extraordinary view out over the eastern portion of the city, which was a maze of twinkling lights, and then the countryside beyond, a vast dark gulf that stretched to where it seamlessly blended with the sky. Stars were present in the emptiness that stretched from the horizon all the way overhead, and now, as the evening passed, the comet was absent, giving Kestrel relief from questions about whether it truly was a harbinger of evil events to come.


  Kestrel went back into the room and went into the bathroom, where he was happy to see a large bathtub. He wondered momentarily if the windmills were responsible for lifting the water into the tower, then decided it didn’t matter, as he turned on the water and pulled off his boots, to relax and contemplate.


  He’d dealt with humans in the north and in the south; he’d dealt with gnomes and imps and sprites, with Albununs and Parstoles even. Yet dealing with members of his own elven race here in the northern forest felt as though it were contact with another race as completely foreign as any of the others.


  He sank into the tub and closed his eyes to soak and relax until he heard a sound out in the suite. Sure that it was the delivery of his robe for the evening banquet, Kestrel began to scrub himself clean, then hopped out of the tub. He wasn’t sure what robes would consist of in Kirevee; he strode out and found a pile of green material on the table. As he lifted and shook the material out, he grew worried that he had a problem. There was nothing about the material that made him think any one piece was supposed to be worn any one way.


  For the next half hour Kestrel tried arranging the cloth in different ways, and finally settled on one that seemed to offer the most coverage with the smoothest appearance, which he hoped was the proper way to judge the wearing of robes. He deliberated on whether to wear weapons, but was at a loss to know the etiquette of banquets in the Northern Forest, so he compromised be wearing only his knife. Even if it were his only weapon, he would still have a special advantage if he needed it with Lucretia, he consoled himself.


  Next he went down the hall to the lifts, and watched the downward lift for several seconds, trying to learn the timing of the platforms. As he looked up at the top of the lift tube on his floor, he watched a pair of boots descend, attached to legs, covered by a skirt that turned out to be the same forward elf maid who had shown him how to ride the platform upward. She smiled at him as she descended, then stepped off gracefully and stood next to him.


  “Shall we have another lesson?” she practically purred the question, and Kestrel felt almost fearful, as though he was a mouse being toyed with by a cat.


  “Here,” she grabbed his hand again, watched the descending netting, then grabbed at the weave with their joined hands, and stepped forward, placing her foot upon the platform while it was still above her knee level, and stepping aboard, then she gave Kestrel a hearty tug that brought him on next to her, as she circled her arm around his waist.


  “You’re not pure elf are you?” she asked. “Both a foreigner and a mixed race – so very alluring,” she told him. “Not to mention a highly regarded guest of the palace, staying in a suite on the nicest floor in the building.”


  Kestrel suddenly thought about the many floors, and realized he had no idea of which was his, or how to tell it from the others. “What floor am I on?” he asked.


  “Eleven, a very lucky number,” the girl told him. “The numbers are painted on the inside of the tubes.”


  He looked to the side and saw the number six pass by.


  “Are you going to the banquet?” the girl asked.


  “I am,” he paused awkwardly. “Are you going to the banquet too?”


  “Yes I am,” she answered as they reached the ground floor. She gave him a gentle shove to force him off the platform, then jumped off after him.


  “Do you know your way?” she asked, still holding his hand.


  Kestrel felt trapped. The girl was frighteningly forward, and he was at a loss for how to politely proceed. He didn’t want to immediately upset the only person he’d met in the palace grounds. “I’m supposed to wait for a guide,” he answered.


  “Very good,” she said as she released his hand. “I’ll see you there. If we don’t meet, ask around for Lucretia, and we’ll get together.”


  Kestrel grinned at last. “Is your name Lucretia?” he asked.


  “Do you think I’d tell you to ask for someone else?” she asked with a momentary flash of asperity. “Yes it is.”


  “My knife is named Lucretia,” he told her with a smile.


  “How appropriate. I can be sharp and cutting too, as you may find out,” the girl told him, then left the lobby and disappeared into the darkness outside the tower.


  Kestrel let out a deep breath as she disappeared, and he heard a muffled laugh behind him. He turned to see the servant who waited at the lobby desk. “I try to avoid eye contact with that one,” he told Kestrel with a grin, “and if I see her coming in advance, sometimes I duck down to hide.”


  Kestrel grinned in sympathy, then turned at the sound of someone at the door.


  In through the door came a very short, young elf. The boy appeared to be in his early teen years at best. He had a wide grin as he looked at Kestrel. “Whoa! I’ve never seen anyone wear a robe like that before! Is that the style where you come from?


  “I’m Tewks; Targus sent me to take you to the banquet,” the boy seemed to have no lack of personality, Kestrel could tell.


  “I’ve never worn a robe before. I don’t know how it’s supposed to look,” Kestrel told him.


  The boy looked at him, with his head slightly cocked. “They told me you had an accent; I had no idea though. What did you say?” he asked in a weary tone.


  Kestrel snorted. “I don’t know,” he said slowly, “how to wear this.”


  “Here, let me adjust it,” the boy walked up to Kestrel and pulled out the pins on the shoulders without asking permission. The garment immediately dropped, sliding down to Kestrel’s waist.


  “Well hello, what do we have here?” the boy asked, looking at his ship tattoo and handprint scar.


  “Just put the robe on,” Kestrel snapped, caught unprepared for the revelation.


  “The idea with the robe is to show some skin,” the boy explained. “You only drape it over one shoulder, and flash a little chest on the other side. It wouldn’t matter with most men which side they flashed, but you’ve got some variety to offer. Which side do you want to show – the boat or the hand?” he asked.


  “I’ll show the boat,” Kestrel answered. Trying to explain the hand print of a goddess would be too much like boasting, and he didn’t want to have to struggle through any long explanations, not at a time when he had so much trouble being understood.


  Tewks immediately pulled the cloth up over his left shoulder and pinned it in place, then made other adjustments. He stopped after a minute of fussing and stepped back to apprise his work.


  “It looks good on you. With that tattoo it really makes the point that the robe is the right thing to wear. I think you’re wrong to not show off the girl’s hand print – that’s going to be an invitation to have every drunk woman want to match her hand to the print, and you shouldn’t be shy about that kind of opportunity to strike up conversation – especially those kinds, you know what I mean?” the boy was clearly much younger than Kestrel, but he was just as clearly much more worldly.


  “How long have you lived in the palace?” Kestrel asked the question in his new, careful, slow speaking manner.


  “I was born and raised here,” Tewks answered matter-of-factly. “My mother is a maid and my father works in the stables. I’ve been working at the court since I was four,” he proudly boasted.


  “I believe it,” Kestrel muttered, as he tugged at the low draping of his robe, where it felt like his flesh was exposed nearly down to his hip.


  “Leave it be!” Tewks’s hand flashed out and lightly slapped Kestrel’s away. “Now, let’s get going. And you’ll need to leave the knife behind; no weapons are permitted in the banquet, not when the entire royal family is going to be there.”


  Kestrel stood still, considering the matter of his knife. He wanted a weapon. He had memories of the court reception in Estone, when he had needed weapons to fight for his life. There was a solution, he decided. “Go on,” he told Tewks, “I’ll leave it outside the banquet.”


  With a shrug the boy exited the lobby, and Kestrel followed him out into the dark palace grounds. They each used their elven vision to see the paths through the garden grounds, and Tewks led Kestrel to a nearby hall, a tall building lit with extravagant amounts of light. The building had columns shaped like tree trunks, and guards at the doors.


  Kestrel stopped at a bed of flowering shrubs, and stuck Lucretia deep inside the limbs of the bush, then followed behind Tewks. “A guest of Lord Ripken,” Tewks announced Kestrel to the guards, who turned to an attendant with a sheaf of papers in his hand.


  “Lord Kestrel, of the Eastern Forest?” the attendant asked.


  Kestrel nodded.


  “This way please,” the attendant pointed Kestrel to an attractive young elf maiden in a demure white gown, who led him and Tewks through a narrow interior hall and up a set of stairs to a doorway. “Wait until they call your name,” she whispered to Kestrel, then disappeared back down the steps.


  Kestrel looked at Tewks in confusion, but the boy waved his hand dismissively.


  “His lordship, Kestrel, Warden of the Marches, of the Eastern Forest,” a loud male voice ponderously boomed out an introduction to Kestrel, catching him by surprise. Tewks reached past him to press the door open, then shoved Kestrel out into the bright space beyond. “Be dignified, don’t wave!” Tewks hissed, as Kestrel awkwardly moved through the doorway.


  He was standing on a well-lit stage that was raised several feet above the level of the banquet hall. The room was vast, and a crowd milled aimlessly about within the elegant confines of the space. Only a portion of those closest to the stage appeared to be looking up at Kestrel, he was glad to see as he blinked in the light.


  “This way, sir,” a man’s voice said beside him, and he turned to see a ramp that led down to the floor. Kestrel stepped down the ramp without incident, and found Tewks already waiting for him.


  “Nicely done,” the boy said without conviction, standing on his tip toes to try to see through the crowd.


  “It’s such a pleasure to meet you. It’s such an honor to have an eastern nobleman here among us,” a human man stepped up to Kestrel, and held his hand out to shake.


  Kestrel grasped the man’s hand. “I’m Stelten, Count of Grey Fjord,” the man introduced himself. He spoke with the same accent as all the others in the north, and he spoke in the elvish language flawlessly, albeit with the same accent.


  Kestrel remembered the story the false Moorin had told him, that her father was a human nobleman who had married an elven noble lady and moved to the Northern Forest. Her title had been Countess of Grey Fjord.


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Kestrel said warmly, feeling exhilarated by the extraordinary introduction that seemed to confirm the potential existence of a real Moorin, an elven lady of mixed racial heritage.


  “Come along Kestrel, we have places to go,” Tewks stepped in between them and yanked hard on Kestrel, throwing him off-balance and pulling him away from the Count.


  “He’s a good guy, but he’s not the first guy you want to be seen with,” Tewks spoke under his breath as he dragged Kestrel through the crowd. “Let’s go find Lord Ripken and let him introduce you to the right people.”


  Kestrel held his protest unspoken. He would listen to Tewks advice for the moment, but he would remember the man who might be father to the woman Kestrel sought to meet, to rescue, to save – even, he admitted to himself, to lose – his heart to.


  An anonymous hand reached out from the crowd, a slender, feminine hand; it briefly brushed across the exposed tattoo on his chest, then withdrew as Kestrel walked by, not even sure who the hand belonged to. Tewks pushed through another knot of gossiping members of the court, and another anonymous hand similarly pawed at him


  The majority of people in the banquet hall were pureblood elves, Kestrel observed. But many showed some degree of human heritage. Kestrel in fact did not stick out as the most extraordinarily partly human person there; several men were as bulky as he was, relatively speaking, and there were women who wore low cut gowns, which showed off the exotic shadows of cleavage in the middle of their chests, something that no elven maiden contemplated.


  The people of the Northern Forest wore gold jewelry – great quantities of gold. Kestrel thought about the Eastern Forest, where jade and amber vied as the most popular ornamentation. It was another of the differences that left him bemused.


  It was a swirling, intoxicating experience for Kestrel, and after several moments, he failed to even note the hands of the emboldened women whose fingers fleetingly drew along his chest as he concentrated on trying to keep up with Tewks while fitting through the narrow openings the boy found and used in the crowd.


  “My lord,” Tewks said suddenly, screeching to a halt, “I’ve fetched your guest, my lord.”


  The boy was talking to Ripken, Kestrel saw, while Targus stood discreetly nearby.


  “Welcome, my savior and honored guest!” Ripken held his hand up, palm outward, at face level. Having seen the gesture, and having done it with Winne, Kestrel hesitated only a second before pressing his hand soundly against the elven nobleman’s.


  “Everyone, I must tell the story of the most extraordinary journey I have ever taken, thanks to this young man,” Ripken placed his hand on Kestrel’s bare shoulder in a fatherly way.


  “I haven’t told anyone yet, because I didn’t want the story to spread before we got to the banquet crowd,” he turned and spoke to Kestrel. “This story is so much better than the usual party small talk.


  “We were traveling together in a running pack, cutting through the robber’s forest at night, just last night,” Ripken began. There were a half dozen in the circle listening to the nobleman. “Kestrel had joined us late, so we hadn’t been introduced at all.


  “And the robbers set upon us. Viciously, I might add. They weren’t going by the usual rules of the game, just robbing and taking hostages. They meant to kill most or all of us, I’m sure, when Kestrel called in a rescue squad that chased all the robbers away!


  “Who do you think his squad of doughty warriors were?” Ripken asked.


  “Who, Ripken, go on and tell us,” one of the men urged, as the others remained silent.


  “Imps! They were imps!” Ripken threw the words out.


  After a moment of silence, one of the men asked. “What’s the punch line?”


  “That’s the thing! There is no punch line. Kestrel here has a direct line to the imps. Small. Blue. Float in the air. Disappear in the blink of an eye. Imps – just like the children’s tales say!” Ripken said emphatically.


  All eyes turned to look at Kestrel curiously, just as a loud gong rang.


  “Ladies, gentlemen, guests and friends,” a herald’s voice was barely audible over the dying murmurs of the crowd.


  “Please move forward to the seating areas. Please take your assigned seats,” the herald shouted.


  “I must finish this story after dinner. Come see me,” Ripken called. “I need to head up to the front – it will be a crush to get there from here,” he turned and began to press his way into the crowd.


  The members of his circle continued to look at Kestrel. “So what’s the joke? What happened? Were there really even any robbers?” a woman in the circle asked.


  “There were really robbers,” Kestrel spoke slowly. “The imps did come and help fight them,” he added.


  “Not a great orator, are you?” asked one of the men who had spoken before. He appeared to be of mixed ancestry, with a heavier build than most of the elves.


  “I have an accent different from yours,” Kestrel acknowledged.


  “Accent? We have no accent. But you talk like you’ve got a mouthful of mush. You’re certainly full of stories,” the man insulted Kestrel, as most of the rest of the group turned to go to the tables.


  “You may not think you have an accent, but I think you have no manners either,” Kestrel said loudly.


  The man stared at him, and one of his acquaintances stopped his departure, turned, and looked at the man and at Kestrel.


  “Are you going to take that from him?” the second man asked.


  The space around the confrontation seemed to suddenly open up. People who had been milling towards the dinner tables stopped their movement, and instead formed a circle around Kestrel and the other man.


  “Get on your knees and ask for forgiveness, or you’ll be sorry,” Kestrel’s antagonist snarled. He snapped his fingers, and two other men who were nearby pushed through the crowd to join the first two. Each of them pulled knives from hiding places within their clothes


  “Get on your knees! Get on your knees, or call your precious imps! What are you going to do to save yourself?” the angry man asked.


  “Lucretia, come,” Kestrel said quietly, glad he had left the knife so close to the banquet hall. He held up his hand over his head, and caught the knife as it flew directly to him.


  The circle around the confrontation gasped, then murmured, then grew silent. The two men with knives grew pale-faced, while the leader of the fight stared in amazement.


  “Put your knives away, or my knife will be in your heart in a second,” Kestrel told them. He crouched low, in a fighter’s stance. He wasn’t sure how the situation in the elegant ballroom had turned into such a deadly affair so quickly, and he didn’t know what the etiquette or laws were regarding his response to the weapons that had been pulled against him, but he wasn’t going to let a bully intimidate him.


  “How many men can you fight in a knife fight at once?” the other man asked. He snapped his fingers twice more, and four more men in the circle facing him, almost a quarter of all those in the front ranks, pulled knives out as well.


  “It’s not fair! It’s not right!” Kestrel shouted in anger. He had been told that no weapons were allowed in the banquet hall, and now he was facing six of them at close quarters. He had come to the court without any malice or intentions to battle anyone; he wanted to have a simple, peaceful visit as he searched for Moorin, and to be so mistreated, so unnecessarily, enraged him.


  “You’re a cheater and a bully!” Kestrel suddenly felt no restraint, and he shouted. “People like you shouldn’t be allowed to come to an event like this!” Kestrel pointed his finger at the man, singling him out.


  And then he felt the gut-wrenching initiation of the hidden energy within him. His hand suddenly glowed brightly, and a brilliant ball of energy burst out. It emerged inches beyond Kestrel’s pointed finger, and then splintered into multiple pencil-thin streams of energy. Each stream bent and gyrated and headed to one of the men with the knives, as well as to the man who had started the confrontation along with his first malevolent companion.


  The moment the light touched the men it lifted them from the floor and hurled them at high speed, in a fraction of a second, above the top of the crowd and out the door of the building.


  The glow left Kestrel’s hand, as he stared at it in astonishment, while all around him there was a moment of absolute silence. And then screams and shouts erupted in a confusion of men and women telling each other what they had seen, while Kestrel stood alone.


  Suddenly Tewks appeared. He darted into the wide open space that had grown around Kestrel. “Come with me my lord,” he uttered, then grabbed Kestrel’s hand and went running into the crowd, jerking Kestrel suddenly and pulling him away from the center of attention. The people in their path, those who had seen what had happened, went scrambling out of the way of the incredible being who ran towards them, and so Tewks and Kestrel made considerable progress into the crowd quickly, before Tewks began evasive maneuvers, cutting sharply to his left, and working further forward.


  “Give me your knife,” he said to Kestrel.


  “What?” the befuddled elf asked.


  “You’re not supposed to have weapons. Give me your knife,” Tewks explained as they continued to run, bouncing off of people and moving swiftly forward.


  Kestrel handed the weapon to the boy. “Be careful with how you handle it. It’ll return to me if I call it again,” he warned.


  “I’ll be careful. You go up there,” the boy pointed to the front of the room. “You’re supposed to sit at a table with a blue table cloth. Deny everything,” the boy hissed. He released his hold on Kestrel and disappeared into the crowd, taking the incriminating evidence with him.


  Shaken, Kestrel pressed forward, and began to weave among tables, past people who were already seated, as he looked for a table with a blue cloth. There were hundreds of tables, and he despaired of finding his until his attention was drawn by a figure that suddenly stood up twenty yards away from him and began to wave at him. It was the girl from the lifts at his tower, the one named Lucretia, and she was standing at a table with a blue cloth!


  Kestrel veered over towards her and quickly sat down in the empty seat next to her, as she took her chair. He closed his eyes, glad for the one small accomplishment, but sure that the end of his saga at the banquet was nowhere near.


  “This is the one I was telling you about, this is the boy who wanted to get fresh on the lifts at the tower,” Lucretia said, speaking to a pair of women who sat on her other side. “And that was before he practically undressed himself in public with his robe hung open,” she seemed to purr the words, and Kestrel only moaned and threw his head back, his face pointed up to the ceiling.


  “There seems to have been something rather dramatic in the back of the hall,” one of Lucretia’s acquaintances spoke. Kestrel opened his eyes and looked at the girl. “Do you know what it was about?” she asked him.


  “Of course he doesn’t,” Lucretia spoke up. “My poor boy was sitting right here with me when it happened.


  “What is your name, by the way,” she asked, “my foreign morsel?”


  “My name is Kestrel,” he answered.


  A waiter arrived at their table and began to hand out small bowls of soup, serving the ladies first. The whole table was women, he realized with a start, as he observed the waiter carry out more bowls of soup and deliver them, rows of bowls wobbling as they balanced precariously on his arms.


  The table was very close to the front; they were just one row away from the long head table that was on a raised dais, at the end of the room. There was a vast sea of tables stretching in the opposite direction, the direction that Kestrel had wandered in through, without realizing it in the midst of his astonishment and confusion.


  He had released the power that Kai had given him, released it once again without knowing how. The result had been a spectacular success in his small battlefield, but the reaction of the witnesses and the location of the display were a guarantee that there would be consequences for what he had done. And yet here was this strange, disturbing woman suddenly providing him with a short-term haven from the storm. Her alibi that he had been up at the front of the room could prove to be invaluable.


  Kestrel turned to smile at Lucretia, and as he did, he saw that Ripken was sitting up at the head table, not far from the center, where Kestrel assumed the greatest power was situated. He was seated next to an older woman on his left, and an attractive young woman on his right.


  “Is he important?” Kestrel asked Lucretia in a low voice, indicating Ripken.


  Lucretia put her soup spoon down and looked up. “Well, he’s only the Keeper of the Purse for the crown prince, now isn’t he?” she asked with a mischievous smile. “Of course he’s important!”


  Kestrel started to eat his soup. It was a hickory nut and mushroom soup, one that tasted just like a soup from back home in the Eastern Forest, and for the first time that day, Kestrel thought that perhaps there was some kinship between the two nations of elves after all.


  He sat in silence as the next stage of the meal was served, watching jugglers who walked among the tables providing entertainment. Despite the entertainment, the atmosphere in the hall was not festive, and Kestrel failed to understand what was dampening the spirits of the attendees.


  As the third course was served, he observed the man he had fought with, if the brief skirmish could be called a fight, arrive at a table not far away and take his seat, without any of the members of his entourage. “Do you know who he is?” Kestrel murmured to Lucretia.


  “Him? He’s the one?” she asked, implying that she knew exactly why he was asking.


  Kestrel nodded affirmation.


  “You do like to live life on the edge, don’t you?” Lucretia asked. “I like a man who’s like that.”


  “What do you mean?” Kestrel asked. “About him, I mean?” he clarified.


  Lucretia smirked at him. “That’s Exmoor. He owned three of the gold mines in the north.”


  “There’re gold mines here?” Kestrel asked, surprised. He’d not heard anything about such an industry among the northern elves.


  “About thirty years ago a prospector discovered gold in the northern mountains, up where the summer is short and winter is long,” Lucretia explained. “Now we have five big gold mines up there that send wealth down to the world. He owns three of the five mines, and he’s probably planning how to bully his way into owning the other two.


  “That’s why there’s so much gold jewelry in the palace,” she explained, holding up her own gold necklace. “That’s why the king has so much money he can build incredible structures like the towers, with their windmills and lifts. It’s why there’s so much trade between the Northern Forest and North Harbor’s humans now; we used to be much more secluded, but since the gold came along there’s money and trade for everyone. And robbers and corruption too,” she added.


  “But all the money doesn’t do the king any good right now,” Lucretia said softly, and for the first time her voice truly caught Kestrel’s attention, as he heard the genuine emotion that made the girl’s voice quaver.


  “Why not? What can’t he buy?” Kestrel asked.


  “He can’t buy life for his daughter,” Lucretia answered.


  “See your friend, Ripken, up there?” she asked Kestrel. He nodded.


  “Next to him is the princess, Aurelia. And next to her is the king, Winche. His queen, Reese, is next to him, and beyond her is York, the crown prince. Tell me what you see,” she ordered Kestrel.


  He looked the family over. The king and queen were mature, healthy looking elves. They held themselves with a regal posture, and appeared to be in good health. The crown prince appeared to be several years older that Kestrel himself, and a buoyant if dissolute spirit; Kestrel wasn’t sure the man’s appearance provided confidence that he would be a steady, mature king.


  But the princess, sitting next to her father, appeared to be a generation beyond her parents – much older. Kestrel would have named her as the mother of the king, instead of his daughter. She was frail, gray. Kestrel knew that he had noted her as an elderly woman when he had seen her sitting next to Ripken earlier; though it was impossible, she seemed even older now, just a few minutes later.


  “The princess is the daughter of the king?” he asked to confirm.


  “That’s how it works,” Lucretia answered tartly.


  “What has happened?”


  “Several weeks ago, when the comet appeared in the sky, the princess was a lovely young lady, younger than the crown prince. She and I were good friends, who danced and gossiped and shopped together. She is just a year older than me,” Lucretia explained. “And then this illness struck, one that we didn’t even recognize at first.


  “Every day she wakes up and starts the day younger than she really is, and during the day she ages a good portion of a lifetime, so that by the end of the evening, she’s older than her real age,” his companion told him. “The span of years she covers in her life increases every day that passes, so that this morning she was but a mere toddler, and tonight, well, you see her tonight.


  “The doctors have told the king there is nothing they know to be done to cure her, and they think that someday soon she will age away her life at the end of a day, grown so old that she passes into the other realm,” Lucretia gave a sob. “So this is her birthday celebration, even though her true birthday is still a month away, because they do not believe she will still be with us in a month’s time.”


  Kestrel was horrified by the story. He felt compassion for the princess, and for her parents. Every day would be a terrible burden, to see one’s daughter step so quickly through the ages of life, on her way to an untimely death. He wondered immediately whether he could help the princess – the healing spring was the sovereign cure for all natural illnesses; he wondered if it could save the girl from the strange, unnatural disease that was wasting her away.


  A pair of attendants appeared on the back of the dais just then, and helped the princess leave her seat, as a round of polite applause broke across the audience.


  “I have to go see her,” Lucretia said, rising from her seat. “I’ll see you again soon, I’m sure,” she bent and surprised Kestrel with a kiss on the cheek, and then she was gone.


  Her movement was noted by others in the crowd, however. Kestrel glanced around and saw Exmoor staring at him, and pointing. A man sitting next to Exmoor rose from the table and glided away into the back of the hall.


  There was trouble brewing, clearly. Kestrel looked around to locate the closest exit from the banquet hall. It was to his right; he would have to walk in front of the royal family to get there, but the best thing he could think to do was to escape before Exmoor’s followers had time to draw a bead on him.


  With a sudden decision, Kestrel rose from his table, and stooped low to try to remain discrete as he walked rapidly between the rows of tables into the darker corner of the banquet hall, away from the chandeliers that lit the seating area around the royal family and the favored tables. He reached the corner of the hall where the doorway was located, and rushed through the door.


  On the other side of the door he ran into a waiter carrying a large platter of plates of food, roast venison the aroma indicated. The waiter and the platter went flying, creating a loud, prolonged crashing and clashing sound that was followed by a string of oaths from the waiter, aimed at Kestrel’s back as he muttered a hasty apology and started to run down the interior hall. Kestrel entered the kitchen, a beehive of activity, and skirted around the bakers at the ovens, who were pulling dozens of small cakes from the heated chambers. Beyond the bakers were more doors, and Kestrel went through the doors, into a drafty hallway, one where the breeze promised an open door that would deliver Kestrel to freedom in the out-of-doors.


  He saw the open doorway, a doublewide door through which he imagined produce and meat and goods were regularly delivered to the kitchen. It was the exit he sought, and he sprinted towards it, burst into the open, then stopped. He didn’t know where to go. There was no immediate evidence that he was being followed yet by Exmoor’s henchmen, but he didn’t want to wait for them to find them. Off to his right he saw the cluster of three tree towers, and realized they provided the landmark he needed. He started sprinting in that direction, hurdling over bushes and shrubs and flower beds as he traveled in as true a line as he could manage.


  The tower grew closer, and his path crossed onto a paved path that ran directly to the tower. As he approached the entrance to the tower he heard a shout, and turned to see five elves chasing after him, at no great distance. Kestrel redoubled his efforts, and sprinted straight into the tower lobby, past the startled guard, and to the lifts. He hurled himself onto the first platform that rose through the floor, then felt grinding terror as the wooden platter seemed to climb upward only an inch at a time, slowly, slowly lifting him towards safety, while leaving him exposed to danger for second after second after second.


  A searing pain pierced his calf, and he looked down just as he finally left the vision of the ground floor. There was an arrow securely planted in the meat of his lower leg, and he heard shouts of pursuit as the chasers jumped onto following platforms and began to rise behind him.


  And that made him realize he was actually riding towards a trap.


  There was no escape from the upper floors of the tower. He was riding towards a dead end. He saw the number three on the wall and realized he was passing the third floor, on his way to the eleventh. Would the followers know what floor he was on, he wondered? He timed his ascent past the fourth floor, and then checked it again past the fifth floor. As slowly as the platform had seemed to leave the lobby floor, it now seemed to whiz past the other floors too quickly to aid him in his escape; as he tried to time his passage, he saw no way for him to leap from his platform run to his room, and then disappear inside before the followers reached the floor, saw him, and were able to corner him.


  He passed the ninth floor, trying to conceive of an alternative, but when the bottom of the eleventh floor came into view, he couldn’t muster the courage to abandon the lift for such an entrapment.


  “Lucretia, come,” he called as he rose to the twelfth floor. He would at least have his knife with him when the time for battle came, he told himself, and he hoped that Tewks hadn’t been holding the knife when it leapt to action.


  At the seventeenth floor the hallways felt empty, and the eighteenth floor, wasn’t a floor; it was more like an attic, an empty open space at the top of which he saw wheels and pulleys. Lucretia suddenly arrived, pounding against his unprepared hand, and his fingers desperately snatched it as he jumped into the mechanical space and limped towards a doorway.


  The door had stairs that rose upward, and as Kestrel dove in, a pair of arrows hit the wooden door frame. He hobbled upwards several steps, then turned, and as soon as an elf appeared at the bottom of the steps he threw Lucretia, then turned without waiting to see the results, and climbed higher.


  There was another doorway at the top, one around which the wind whistled through the gaps surrounding the wooden door. Kestrel burst through the door, and found himself in the middle of a small forest of windmills, on the very roof of the tower.


  Lucretia, return,” he called. He gingerly strode to the farthest point he could reach on the top of the tower, the point at which the rounded roof began to curve precipitously downward, and he knelt. The pain in his leg was troublesome, but he could withstand it, full as his soul was with adrenaline and anxiety and bravado.


  When the attack came, it came all at once, a smart move by the men who did Exmoor’s dirty work, whether they realized it or not. Five of them stormed out of the stairwell and spread out, aimed their bows, and fired a volley of arrows simultaneously. Kestrel threw his knife at the man in the center of the group at the same time he heard the twang of bows. And then he felt his body punched by the impact of the arrows striking his flesh.


  One arrow hit him in the stomach, one hit his left shoulder, a third hit him in the thigh. His body jerked backward with each hit, and started to tumble down the side of the tower roof, gathering speed as it rolled and bumped its way then flew into open air, plunging towards the ground.


  “Dewberry,” he thought of the sweet little blue being who meant so much to him, or perhaps he said the name, he wasn’t sure, as he saw a stream of his blood trailing upward behind him, before he blacked out in midair.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 13 – The Tournament


  


  When Kestrel awoke he was lying on Alicia’s bed, while she and Silvan sat together in a corner.


  “You’re lucky to be alive. That sprite loves you very much,” Alicia said.


  Kestrel’s body was sore. Everywhere, it seemed.


  “Did she bring me here?” he asked groggily.


  “Eventually. She and her friends dropped you directly into the water at the spring, then came and pulled me out of bed without even telling me what was happening,” Alicia said with a smile. “I don’t think Silvan quite knew what to think when our bed got so full, then grew empty.


  “Of course I had to come back to get equipment, and clothes, and then after a few hours, after multiple operations, the blue squad brought us back here,” the doctor told him.


  “Dewberry was so concerned she never even went into the water herself. How do you feel?” Alicia finished.


  “I’m sore. But I’m alive, and I have no right to be,” he said softly, remembering the pain and the confusion he had felt in the last moments he remembered. And he felt anger too. He’d been hunted and attacked for no good reason, except that a wealthy bully had decided to attack him.


  “Where have you been? What kind of trouble are you in?” Silvan asked.


  “Ssh, wait,” Alicia held her hand up to Silvan. “Before you do anything else, you need to call Dewberry and let her know you’re okay,” she directed Kestrel.


  “Dewberry,” Kestrel immediately called. He sat up. “Dewberry, Dewberry,” he repeated. There was a pause for several seconds, as Kestrel looked around the space above his head, and then Dewberry appeared, her hair wet, a robe pulled loosely about her body, as she appeared and then flew like an arrow to plant her body against his.


  “Oh Kestrel nearly dead,” Dewberry moaned against his chest, “I was so worried about you when you were plummeting through the air. As fat and heavy as you are, falling as fast as you did, I knew there were only seconds until you hit the ground. We took you to the other place with no time to spare.


  “Thank you doctor dearest,” she looked up at Alicia. “Thank you for saving him; you are worthy of being my rival for his affections.”


  “You were his true savior, dear sprite,” Alicia said gently.


  “Thank you both,” Kestrel chimed in. He gave Dewberry an affectionate squeeze, then lifted her up as he sat up, and relocated her on his lap. “I see you’ve come to visit me prepared to undress quickly,” he plucked at Dewberry’s robe. “Couldn’t you be more discreet when we have visitors?” he nodded towards Alicia and Silvan.


  Dewberry growled, then popped up into a standing position, athwart Kestrel’s thighs, and swung her small fist at his face, missing as he leaned his head backwards.


  “Perhaps we should have more carefully considered the consequences of saving him,” the sprite said over her shoulder to Alicia, then floated up into the air.


  “I am alive only because you came when I needed you, truest friend. Thank you so much, Dewberry. I am well now, and getting better. You go home and get dressed, and I will call you soon so that you can take me back to the place you found me,” Kestrel told the sprite.


  “I shall return when you call, silly one,” Dewberry replied, and then disappeared.


  Thank you, Kere, he silently prayed, for arranging my introduction to this wonderful sprite.


  I took you to the spring, but her presence there, and your bonding with her, were not my handiwork, the goddess’s voice whispered in his soul, leaving him wondering.


  “Are they always like that?” Silvan asked Alicia.


  “Every time I see them they are,” she confirmed.


  “Now,” she turned to Kestrel, “what’s this about you thinking you should go back to where ever you came from? Didn’t you arrive here with four arrows in your body?”


  “And that was from my friends! You should see what my enemies have in mind,” Kestrel joked, determined to deflate the anxiety in the room. He knew he had to go back. He had a chance to learn more about a Moorin, possibly the Moorin, and he had a chance to try to offer the use of the healing spring to save the life of the princess. And he was prepared now to forego caution and humility, and to bring a set of imps with him as continual body guards if necessary.


  “I was in Kirevee, the capital of the kingdom of the Northern Forest elves,” Kestrel began to explain. “I arrived there yesterday,” he nodded to Alicia, “after you healed us all from the other attack.


  “I was at a banquet, and a rich gold miner who didn’t seem to like me for some reason sent his cronies after me,” Kestrel tried to explain. “The palace at Kirevee has huge towers, very, very huge, with ropes that lift you up and down to the floor you want to visit,” he tried but failed to adequately explain.


  “And there’s a princess there who has a sickness that makes her grow older every day,” he added, rambling on.


  “We all grow older every day,” Silvan interrupted.


  “Yes, yes,” Kestrel said dismissively, “but she is now looking older than her father; she’ll die soon, from old age. I thought maybe the healing spring could cure her.”


  “It seems to cure everything else,” Alicia said supportively. “Why not try it?”


  “And I met the man who might be Moorin’s father. He has the same title the false Moorin said, and he’s a human, just like she said,” Kestrel told them. “So I have to go back.”


  “Let the boy go, Alicia,” Silvan spoke up. “He’s made up his mind.”


  “You could stand to spend a day in bed, or even better, in the spring water, so you’d be fully recuperated,” Alicia rebutted.


  “I think the sooner I get back there the better. They won’t be expecting to see me, since the last they saw I was falling off the roof of a tower with all those arrows in me,” Kestrel gingerly stood up.


  “Are robes like that the typical outfit at the court?” Silvan asked.


  Kestrel looked down. “I don’t think they’re typical, but it’s what they gave me. I saw other men wear them too,” he answered defensively.


  “Hmm,” Silvan replied noncommittally.


  “Do you know they don’t eat crickets in the north?” Kestrel asked.


  “What?” Silvan asked, caught off-guard by the random question.


  “Nothing. Never mind,” Kestrel replied. “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry. Stillwater, Odare, Killcen,” he called out the names of his imps.


  The room filled with flying bodies. “It is wonderful to see you alive Kestrel friend,” Odare spoke.


  “It’s good to be alive. Thank you all for helping me last night. Are you ready to take me back?” he asked.


  “And will you be ready to fight by my side if the situation calls for it?” he added.


  “We’ve been waiting for the chance!” Killcen said enthusiastically.


  “The princess has asked if there’s any word about you,” Silvan said in a voice that was so mild Kestrel knew that much more was inferred.


  “I visit cousin Wren sometimes. She is well in Graylee,” Odare spoke up suddenly.


  “We go to help Philip visit Yulia sometimes,” Killcen joined the commentary. “They like to talk to each other.”


  “I don’t want any more confessions!” Kestrel said, discomposed by the disjointed conversation, as well as his aching body. “I just want to go do whatever I can do in Kirevee. Shall we go?” he asked.


  “The imps gathered around. “Farewell Alicia doctor servant,” Dewberry said, and then they entered the greyness. It was just as cold and dark and numbing as it always was, but as they hung in the infinite nothingness, it felt to Kestrel as though he was being buffeted somehow, as though waves were rocking a vessel, and the time in suspension went on and on for longer than seemed usual.


  And then suddenly they were hanging in the air above Kirevee at an elevation that was level with the middle of the tree tower, and the imps were straining to hold Kestrel in place. “Can you take me to the top of the tower?” Kestrel asked. “Or just put me on a balcony,” he offered an alternative, sensing that the imps were straining to carry him.


  “We’ll go to the top,” Dewberry spoke, and the small group struggled its way within a few seconds to a higher elevation, skimming past the balconies of the towers apartments and landing on the roof outside the area where the windmills turned.


  “We had some trouble in the inbetween place,” Stillwater told Kestrel.


  “The sun is acting strangely. The very bright people who study such things say it does this from time to time. If it gets worse, our travels may have to be postponed,” he explained to Kestrel, whose feet touched down lightly on the roof as the imps released him.


  “Will you be okay to travel back home now?” Kestrel asked.


  “We will now, and today. But who can say for the next few days?” Stillwater answered.


  “And Jonson can’t do anything about it?” Dewberry pouted. “Why be king if you can’t fix things?”


  “Well, go on now, and safe travels,” Kestrel told them all. “Come see me if you can’t leave, and I’ll understand if you can’t come when I call.”


  The blue people disappeared, Dewberry leaving a peck on his cheek as she vanished, and Kestrel walked over to the doorway for the staircase. He re-entered the mechanical space, limping just slightly, then rode the lift down to the eleventh floor. As he passed the thirteenth floor he looked into the waiting lobby in front of the lifts, and saw Lucretia walking down the hall towards him. There was a startled expression on her face as she recognized him, and then he dropped downward to the eleventh floor, where he stepped off the lift.


  As he started down the hall he saw that indirect sunlight was shining in through an open door, the door to his room. He paused, then muttered softly, “Lucretia, come.” He wasn’t sure where the knife would be; he had thrown it just as he had fallen from the roof the night before. It’s flight back to him might prove startling for someone, might even alert someone to his return and status still among the living, but he didn’t care. He wanted to have the weapon with him as he entered his room.


  “How did you know I was behind you? And who do you think you are commanding me to ‘come’ like I’m a child or a dog?” he heard the voice of Lucretia behind him, and he jumped in surprise. As he turned to see her he saw his knife emerge from the lift tube, and he held out his hand to grab the returning blade.


  “And how did you do that?” the girl added another question. “There are rumors about you, let me tell you. I usually manage to generate the most rumors of anyone in the palace, but I think you’ve outdone me today,” she looked at him with a smile that sat below serious eyes.


  “Lucretia, stay back,” Kestrel tried to shush her away. “The door to my room is open and I didn’t leave that way. You go on back someplace safe and stay out of this,” he warned her, then crept forward cautiously, his knife in his hand.


  He stopped just outside the door and listened. There was a momentary swish of material, as in the sound of someone’s pant legs rubbing against one another, but there seemed to be only the single person moving about. Kestrel jumped through the doorway, knife held at the ready, and made Tewks give a momentary squeak of fear.


  “Thank goodness it’s you!” the boy said when he recognized Kestrel. “Where have you been? What have you been doing?” he asked as he looked at the bloody stains on the robe that Kestrel still wore from the night before.


  “So this is your dangerous invader?” Lucretia asked from behind Kestrel.


  “Never mind. I know where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing,” Tewks said in an insinuating tone.


  “No. Stop it,” Kestrel immediately interrupted the boy. “I just ran into her in the hallway,” he said. “And I told you to go someplace safe,” he turned to Lucretia.


  “Oh, I’m safe around the boy,” Lucretia said breezily, “though my reputation might not be. You’re the one who may prove to be a challenge to my reputation!”


  “I’ve been looking for you all morning,” Tewks said. “Do you want to join the tournament or not? If you do, we need to go right now. You can answer my questions on the way,” the boy was ready to take control of Kestrel once again.


  “What kind of tournament?” Kestrel asked. He vaguely remembered some mention from the day before, but could recollect no details amidst all the action he had experienced.


  “Archery, although I’m sure you would prefer knife-throwing,” Tewks told him.


  “Now, get dressed. Change into something presentable,” the boy commanded.


  Kestrel reached over to unpin the tattered, bloody robe, when he realized Lucretia was still standing behind him. “Oh go ahead,” she told him. “I won’t mind.”


  “Out. Go out,” Kestrel told her in a commanding tone. He found that the girl was less intimidating than he had first perceived, and less irritating as well, perhaps.


  “I’ll turn my back,” she replied gamely, and as she did, Kestrel shrugged the robe off, then picked up his pack and pulled out a set of wrinkled, but fairly clean clothes, that he pulled hastily on.


  “That’s what you call presentable?” Tewks asked. “We’ll have to make do with it,” he said.


  “Oh, I think it gives him a certain roguish appeal,” Lucretia was looking at him with an appraising eye.


  “Let’s go. Let’s go,” Tewks said heading to the door at a rapid pace, like a shepherd trying to manage his flock. He passed Lucretia and strode out into the hallway. Kestrel picked up his bow and quiver of arrows, then followed immediately, and Lucretia trailed after. Kestrel saw Tewks disappear down a lift tube, and he hopped on one, then felt Lucretia bump against him as she crowded onto his platform.


  “Where were you last night?” she asked in a serious tone.


  “I passed out,” Kestrel told her.


  “Exmoor’s men said they killed you. They said you went down fighting. Ripken’s upset,” she told him. “You’ll cause quite a stir when you show up at the contestant’s field.”


  “Good. Maybe that’ll distract the other contestants,” Kestrel replied as they reached the lobby level.


  “Would you stop distracting him?” Tewks told Lucretia. “My boy’s in training right now. Let’s go,” he said to Kestrel. “Follow me, and try to keep pace.”


  And with that they were out the door. “I’ll come watch you later,” Lucretia called after them as they sprinted away.


  Kestrel followed Tewks on a long journey across the palace grounds, past the banquet hall where they had dined the night before, and then further on, to a wide, open green space that was crowded with a milling throng in the open spaces between numerous archery ranges.


  “One more, one more to sign in, as part of Lord Ripken’s entourage,” Tewks brazenly ran ahead of Kestrel and leaned upon a registration table.


  “I don’t know,” the registrar replied. “It may be past the sign-in deadline, and besides, Lord Ripken may be losing some ability to have his way. He lost a new fellow last night, didn’t he?” the man asked, signaling to Kestrel that there were unseen political dynamics at work in the palace, and that they extended all the way to the tournament competition.


  “Lost a man? What weak-livered liar is spreading that goat manure? Isn’t this Lord Ripken’s new man right here, the very one I’m bringing to register? How desperate are some cowards in the court that they have to lie about my lord’s great warriors?” Tewks sorrowfully shook his head as Kestrel stepped up to the table next to him.


  The registrar and his assistant looked at Kestrel shrewdly. “How do we know this is who you say it is?”


  “Tell him where you came from, Kestrel,” Tewks immediately answered.


  Kestrel took a deep breath, realizing he was going to have to revert to the tedious slow-talking manner he had to use among those in the North Forest who hadn’t grown accustomed to his accent. “I come from the Eastern Forest,” he told the registrar.


  “There, see?” Tewks said. “Who could fake an accent like that? You heard how badly he spoke didn’t you?”


  “We did,” the registrar grinned. “I don’t know that it’s the best proof, but we’ll let it pass.” He picked up a ledger book and flipped several pages. “Go to the third range in the northern quadrant, and hurry. Your contest starts in two minutes.”


  Tewks immediate took Kestrel by the sleeve, and started running. “Thank you,” he called over his shoulder.


  “Here,” he said breathlessly seconds later as they reached the end of their sprint, “here’s your last competitor,” he told the proctor at the field, pulling Kestrel forward.


  “Go to the end of the line,” the proctor said in a bored voice. “No time left to practice.


  “Archers, prepare your bows,” he called as Kestrel was still moving towards his spot.


  “Archers, stretch your strings,” he instructed them.


  “Archers, release your arrows,” the end of his words went unheard as nearly two dozen strings all snapped at once.


  Kestrel reached the empty end of the line, and took a deep breath to settle himself. It had been a long time since he had shot competitively – back in Graylee, at the tournament early in the summer of the previous year, before the conflict in the city had broken into the open. Since that time, all his arrows had been shot in conflict, in struggles across numerous battlefields.


  He aimed carefully, ignoring all other matters, all other competitors, and examined the results of everyone else’s first shots as he pointed his arrow towards his target. Most of the other shots were high, a typical mistake made on a first shot; archers tended to be too excited with their first effort, and often over-muscled that first shot, lifting it above its intended goal.


  And there was a very slight breeze as well, one that he was most exposed to, standing on the end of the competition. The air gently blew from right to left. It was another factor he needed to compensate for.


  Everything was a reminder to him of the importance of taking time in a competition, and he took another relaxing breath, lowered and adjusted his aim to the right less than a hair to compensate, then focused again, and smoothly released his arrow.


  It was a true shot, he knew as soon as it left his bow. He reached back and pulled out his second arrow calmly, then looked at his target, and saw that his first arrow had struck true in the center. The range for this competition was longer than the first round of shots had been back in Center Trunk, at the first royal competition he had participated in. It had been at that very competition that he had received the gift of the purloined arrow from Dewberry, her first act of kindness towards him. It had been on that day that he had met Lucretia, Lucretia of the Eastern Forest, and become enchanted with her classical beauty, he realized.


  He told himself to focus, to attend to what he was doing, and then he realized he had already shot his second arrow while his mind had been out gathering wool. And the second shot was firmly planted in the center of the target alongside the first.


  He gave a small snort of amusement, then paid attention, as he began to mechanically fire his arrows at the target, making minute adjustments from shot to shot, as the breeze shifted, as the sun rose and the air warmed, as the distractions around him slid away from his awareness, and all he did was fire arrows.


  “Kestrel. Kestrel!” he heard Tewks voice behind him, calling him, and he broke out of his trance.


  “Kestrel,” the boy called again, “you’re done. You’ve shot the eleven arrows. Stop! Everyone already knows you’re perfect!”


  Kestrel turned to look at the boy. As he did, he saw that the other archers at his range were already finished. Those furthest from him were walking towards their targets to collect their arrows. The scorekeepers were standing behind the competitors, tallying scores. Kestrel turned and looked at the targets; he had been perfect. Every arrow had hit the green color of the center. Among the targets closest to his, every other archer had missed with at least three shots.


  “You’re a ringer, aren’t you?” asked the contestant next to him, an elf who appeared to be of mixed heritage, like Kestrel. “Who’s your sponsor?”


  “Lord Ripken,” Tewks promptly answered. “We’ll have his lordship’s colors on Kestrel before the next contest. Go grab your arrows and we’ll be on our way,” the boy motioned to Kestrel, who did as directed.


  “I can’t wait to see the look on Exmoor’s face when we present you to Lord Ripken,” Tewks chuckled as they walked at a quick pace. His words seemed to trigger a feeling in Kestrel, a tingling in his soul. There was something familiar about the sensation, something he couldn’t identify, but it was a feeling of warning. And most inexplicable, he knew that somehow the warning had multiple meanings, multiple paths of interpretation, including some paths that might prove correct or incorrect, depending on something else. It was a deep, dense, rich, incomprehensive feeling that rattled about in his soul, and he faltered momentarily while trying to keep up with Tewks.


  “Is everything okay?” the boy asked. “Are you hungry?” they were passing a bakery tent, and his guide guessed that Kestrel was smelling the aromas from the tables of goods inside. “Here, we’ll grab something,” he ducked in, clattered some small coins on the table, and picked up two rolls, one of which he gave to Kestrel, as they then resumed walking across the firm turf.


  “There they are, those are the stands of the patrons of the games,” Tewks pointed to a half dozen elaborate stands, draped in velvet curtains, built of rich woods, ornate in every way.


  Ripken and a guest sat on one such elevated stand, watching out over the crowd and the competitions, half-listening to Targus who stood beside him, leaning over and speaking.


  Targus spotted them approaching, and grabbed Ripken’s shoulder, then pointed.


  His lordship looked out and recognized the pair, and Kestrel saw a momentary grin crease his lips.


  The pair of new arrivals reached the front of Ripken’s stand, and Tewks did a quick bow. “My lordship, we are here to report that Lord Kestrel won his first match of the day already, and will move on in the tournament,” the boy reported.


  “None of the other competitors,” Tewks raised his voice so that he was almost shouting, as he turned his head slightly and projected his words towards Exmoor’s stand to the right, “could come close to matching his skill.


  “I request permission to cloth him in your colors for the rest of the tournament.”


  “Tewks, you negligent scaliwag,” Targus spoke up, “you should have had him in colors already. That will be three thousand more lashes you’re due on top of the thousands you have already earned!” the aide to Ripken had a gleam in his eye, and Ripken gave another small grin, then bobbed his head in a slight nod of ascent.


  “Take him to get colors,” Ripken spoke. “My lord Kestrel, it’s a delight to see you here in contrast to some rumors that had circulated this morning. Thank you for participating on our behalf.”


  “They really like you,” Tewks said as he dragged Kestrel away. “Let’s go put some colors on you.”


  “Where do we go to do that?” Kestrel asked.


  “Lord Ripken has a wagon over there, where he keeps the supplies and tokens and goods; the extra outfits and silks are kept there with all the freebies. He has to give away a lot of stuff to the crowd today to maintain his place in their hearts; he’s the most popular man in the palace after the king, more popular than the prince even,” Tewks explained as he started to lead Kestrel to the right.


  “I thought you said the supplies were that way,” Kestrel pointed left.


  “They are,” Tewks confirmed. “I just want to take the long way around and parade you in front of Exmoor on the way,” he grinned at Kestrel.


  “You know, you’re getting easier to understand. Are you working on your accent?” the boy asked.


  “Maybe you’re just getting used to it,” Kestrel replied.


  “Don’t look!” Tewks spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Here’s Exmoor’s stand; we’re passing it now.”


  There was the sound of muffled oaths and exclamations as they passed, and then Tewks took them on a wide turn to double back around and head to the supply wagon. As they passed in front of Exmoor’s wagon a second time, at a wider distance, Kestrel felt the inexplicable feeling again. It was stronger, and it was defining itself within him somehow, he knew.


  “Kestrel, I think we have trouble,” Tewks spoke, distracting him away from his internal evolutions.


  “Here come three of Exmoor’s thugs,” the boy warned.


  Kestrel turned and saw the men approaching. He pulled his knife out of his sheaf. The men were spreading apart, facing Kestrel. “Tewks, get behind me,” he ordered the boy, then reached out and pulled the boy back to protect him.


  Exmoor’s men pulled out knives, and the milling crowd became aware of the pending confrontation. People scrambled for safety, isolating Kestrel and Tewks.


  “Now,” one of the elves from Exmoor shouted, and as they did, Kestrel felt the feeling within himself again, and he knew this time what it meant. His body was momentarily enveloped in a blinding flash of light as the knives approached him, and Kestrel felt his whole chest burn momentarily with pain.


  Then the volley of knives struck him in the chest, and they knocked him backwards. The knives fell to the ground, as Kestrel staggered backwards; he stumbled into Tewks, then stopped his momentum and stood straight again. The witnessing crowd around was oohing and aahing and screaming, while the Exmoor crew was staring in stunned horror. “Go get him Lucretia!” Kestrel tossed his knife at the man on the right side of the trio.


  “Lucretia, return,” he called moments later, as the man swooned to the ground. The knife flew back at Kestrel, and the other two assassins began to run away.


  “Go Lucretia,” he threw the knife again as soon as he held it.


  “Kestrel, what happened?” asked Tewks, whose view of the whole incident had been blocked by Kestrel’s body.


  Kestrel didn’t reply. He knew what had happened. With one quick sweep, he reached down to the edge of his shirt and pulled the garment up over his head, then looked down. Across his entire chest, wrapping around the shoulders, extending down to be stomach and down below his belt line, covering his whole ribcage, reaching up, nearly climbing his neck, was a brilliant, colorful re-established and expanded version of the body shield that Kai had given him in Estone.


  It was the same beautiful design it had been before; on a portion of his body it was reestablished over the same expanse of his skin the original design had covered. But beyond those boundaries it now covered additional portions of his body, where it was a multi-colored rich panoply of images that recounted various elements of his recent life story. He looked down and saw a yeti, and a gnome, and a Parastole. He recognized Alicia’s face and Margo’s and Arlen and Silvan too. The shield covered over and incorporated his Estonian ship tattoo, bringing the ship to life with colors and depth so well that one could imagine the sails were constantly billowing in the wind. Below the ship a small swarm of imps and sprites slept in the healing spring. And beside them was an uncovered patch of still exposed skin that he did not understand.


  “What in the world is that?” Tewks asked in awe. “You didn’t have that when you changed clothes this morning. What was that flash of light? What happened?”


  “Let’s move on,” Kestrel said apprehensively. He pulled his shirt back on, turned Tewks, and pressed his hand against the boy’s back to set him in motion. “I’ll explain as we walk. Let’s go get those silk colors.


  “When I was in Estone, one of the human gods, the goddess Kai, declared me her champion, and she put a shield quite a bit like this on my chest. It saved my life by resisting knives and arrows many times, until I lost it,” Kestrel explained.


  “That is incredible! And I think I actually believe you. So how did you get it back? What’s different now?” the boy asked.


  “It’s too long a story to explain today,” Kestrel postponed the amazing revelation that Tewks sought. “Now show me to the wagon.”


  They left behind the dead men of Exmoor and the panicked crowd and soon reached a large wagon guarded by six men who all wore white and green jackets, hats, pants, and robes. “A set of silks for his lordship’s contender in the tournament,” Tewks said authoritatively.


  The boy was full of bluster, Kestrel observed, but he wondered how much of it was false bravado and how much was genuine. Tewks deserved to have self-confidence, he thought, for the boy had good judgment and good connections around the court apparently.


  One of the guards appraised Kestrel, then opened a box on the side of the wagon and pulled out a green and white tunic, one that had no sleeves, and hung from the shoulders to the knees. “This will fit anyone and it can fit over anything. It can even cover up that mess,” he motioned towards Kestrel’s clothing.


  “Thank you gents,” Tewks said as he snatched the cloth and shoved it at Kestrel. “I’ll get him to the next competition now, and he’ll do Lord Ripken proud.”


  “He’ll do him prouder if he’s not seen hanging around with the likes of you, young scamp. Now get along,” one of the guards said fondly.


  “Thank you Tewks,” Kestrel said as he shrugged the cloth over his head and tugged and pulled to get it properly aligned. “What plans do we have for lunch? Can I buy you something?”


  “You can buy me a lot of things – I’ll put a list together for you,” Tewks told Kestrel with a grin. “But we better get you to your next competition first, and then after you win that, we’ll go back and let his lordship provide lunch for both of us.”


  They headed to a different part of the competition field, past many on-going matches, and Kestrel noticed a few other archers wearing green and white clothing as well. “What are Exmoor’s colors?” he asked.


  “Gold. Black and gold, naturally,” Tewks said. “Now here’s your tourney field,” the boy said. “You shoot fourteen arrows this time. After you win you’re done until late this afternoon.”


  “Are there just three rounds?” Kestrel asked.


  “Three rounds today and three more tomorrow. You’ll be in all of them,” the boy told Kestrel confidently.


  Kestrel arrived on time, and was not the last to arrive. He was placed in the middle of the field, instead of the end for this competition, and ironically found himself next to one of Exmoor’s black and gold archers. The woman scowled at him when he looked over at her.


  “Tell your patron that he can’t defeat Exmoor. We control the gold mines, and the money, and we’ll have control of everything my master wants someday no matter what Ripken says,” she spoke with venomness intensity.


  Kestrel knew too little of the politics of the Eastern Forest court to rebut her, so he merely shrugged, and his apparent cavalier attitude seemed to upset the woman.


  “Archers. Draw your bows,” an announcement rang out for the competition at their field. The contestants prepared themselves, and then the contest began.


  Kestrel could not focus his attention during this competition as well as he had in the morning. The excitement of the earlier, short-lived knife fight, then the transformation the power had performed on his skin, along with the Exmoor archer next to him, and the raucous cheering section behind her, all forced him to have to concentrate intently on each shot he took, and his success was not the same as it had been in the morning.


  After his first shot hit the center spot, his next shot drifted right, and he over-corrected to the left; he fell behind the Exmoor archer in scoring. The supporters of his opponent began to loudly shout insults, and Kestrel idly wished that the protective skin on his chest had wrapped around his back, as he imagined a knife being thrown at him by the small, vociferous crowd. Yet he also felt determined to show them that he could rise above their threats and taunts.


  Kestrel slowed his efforts down, growing more observant, more patient, and more resolute. His shots started consistently hitting the middle of the target. By the time his last shot left his bow he had surpassed the other contestants with a long string of bulls-eyes, and the Exmoor supporters had dwindled away to only a few stalwarts who studiously avoided him as they cheered the efforts of their own contestant.


  At the end of his match Kestrel was surprised to find that Tewks was not present. He went and retrieved his arrows, then began to stroll aimlessly in the direction he thought Ripken’s stand was in, deciding that it would make the most sensible base for him to return to.


  The field was crowded, and he had to jostle with others in the crowd, receiving generally friendly nods, based, he presumed on the green and white colors of Ripken that he wore.


  “Clumsy oaf! Overgrown boy! Fool!” a woman screeched at him as he brushed against her. Surprised by the venom in her voice, Kestrel turned and saw the grinning face of Lucretia.


  “I’m glad I finally got your attention; I haven’t been able to find you forever,” she said, linking her arm through his. “Have you had lunch yet?”


  Kestrel shook his head no, feeling a sudden new awareness of the emptiness of his stomach at the mention of a meal.


  “Come join us for a bite. There’s someone here I’d like for you to meet,” Lucretia nodded towards another woman striding along beside her on the side opposite of Kestrel. Kestrel couldn’t tell her age, because she wore a veil across much of her face, revealing only her eyes and brow between the sheets of fabric that concealed her identity.


  “Where do you propose we go?” Kestrel asked. “I was going to go find Lord Ripken’s stand.”


  “Not walking in this direction you’re not,” Lucretia answered, just as her friend spoke.


  “What did he say?” she asked, making Kestrel sigh.


  “You’ll get used to his accent after you listen to him enough; it could take a day or two,” Lucretia replied to her friend. “Let’s go over here,” she pressed Kestrel to his right, and they soon entered a small, guarded, elegant tent, in which a table was set and a pair of servants waited.


  “Have a seat Kestrel,” Lucretia told him, releasing her hold on his arm as they entered. Kestrel carefully placed his bow and his arrows on the floor in a corner, then sat down. He covertly looked at the veiled lady, wondering how she was going to eat with the veil in place.


  “So Kestrel, you will not believe how extraordinary this is. My friend here, Aurelia, was commenting this morning about the rumors of your death, so I asked her if she would like to have lunch with a dead man,” Lucretia said as she sat down and a servant poured juice into their glasses.


  “I heard that you were shot off the top of the east tower,” Aurelia spoke slowly and carefully to Kestrel. “It was widely assumed to be true, especially since so many people had seen Exmoor’s men go chasing out of the banquet last night after you.


  “They claimed they hit you with five arrows and knocked you over the edge of the tower roof,” she finished.


  She was a lovely girl, older than Lucretia and Kestrel, but with a porcelain pure complexion, brilliant green eyes, and jet black hair that was cut very short.


  “Only four arrows actually hit me,” Kestrel replied, speaking slowly and carefully, “they exaggerated.”


  “But how,” Aurelia paused, groping for a way to finish her question.


  “I am friends with sprites and imps,” Kestrel explained. “They caught me in mid-air, and took me back to the Eastern Forest. A doctor there treated me, and the imps brought me back this morning.”


  Both women looked at him with their mouths hanging slightly open, stunned by the incredible story.


  “That’s impossible!” Lucretia said at last.


  Kestrel shrugged. “Why does Exmoor hate Lord Ripken so strongly?” he asked.


  Aurelia looked at Lucretia, who repeated Kestrel’s too-hasty question.


  “Exmoor wants to control the whole kingdom, and with all the money he is making with his gold mines, he many succeed,” Lucretia answered.


  “Lord Ripken serves in the royal family circles to offer wise advice that is often counter to Exmoor’s wishes,” Aurelia added. “The king listens to Lord Ripken, as I wish the prince would, and so Exmoor cannot control everything he seeks.


  “He’ll do anything to attack or discredit Lord Ripken; some people think that the attack on Lord Ripken in the forest two days ago may have been arranged by Exmoor, because the robbers were using violence to harm, instead of their customary thievery.”


  “Oh, show Aurelia your ship tattoo!” Lucretia said enthusiastically. She rose from her seat and stepped around behind Kestrel, and before he realized, she reached down and pulled his shirt and tunic up over his head, revealing all the glistening color that covered his chest.


  “How magnificent!” Aurelia whispered, staring at the stricken Kestrel’s torso.


  “That’s not what I expected,” Lucretia said weakly, looking down, then circling around and kneeling next to Kestrel. “What happened here? Did your doctor do this to you, or perhaps your imps?” she asked.


  He shook his head, then flinched as Aurelia’s fingers began to stroke softly along the lines of the drawings. “Please, don’t,” he said gently, then wrapped his fingers around her wrist and gently drew her hand away from his chest.


  She looked up at his face, her eyes shining. “I’m sorry, of course,” she said.


  “No, not the imps or the doctor,” Kestrel answered Lucretia. “In a sense, I did it to myself.” He pulled his shirt back over his head and covered his chest.


  “Can you do anything, or everything? I’m getting the impression that you can,” she replied.


  “No,” he answered, “there are many, many things I can’t do.”


  “He can’t keep running from my men forever,” Exmoor answered, standing in the doorway of the tent behind Kestrel.


  “You dare to come in here?” Aurelia asked in a voice heavy with disbelief.


  “Not with any intention of doing any harm to you,” Exmoor replied as four of his men edged around him and into the tent. “We simply wish to remove this insolent person from your company for our own purposes. He has caused quite a bit of havoc already today on the competition grounds, and we want everyone to feel safer by knowing he is being held securely away from the public.


  “We could remove her too,” he motioned towards Lucretia, “and make folks feel less embarrassed by her presence.”


  “Her presence doesn’t embarrass me,” Aurelia answered immediately.


  Kestrel pushed his chair back from the table. “Take me. Leave the girls alone,” he said as he faced Exmoor.


  “You know, that sounds like a good idea, and that was my original intention, but the more I think about how valuable it would be to have these ladies under my protection, the more I like the idea,” the mine owner said.


  “No,” Kestrel said clearly. “Leave them alone. Take me, or suffer.”


  Exmoor smiled, and snapped his finger. More men came into the room. “What will we suffer?”


  Kestrel closed his eyes, and thought. He could ask the imps to come, but not enough would come immediately to carry him and both girls away to safety. Or alternatively, he could try to fight, and though the front of his body was well protected, the back was not, and again there were too many to expect to defeat them safely without some likely harm to the girls. Or, perhaps, he could deliberately call upon the power within himself, and toss these threatening men out, as he had done last night. The feeling of the power was almost familiar now, almost something that he could recognize, and through recognition he thought he could find understanding, and control.


  He focused inward, looking for the answer, looking for a place where power could reside within him.


  “Kestrel, will you do something?” Lucretia asked in a small voice.


  He focused further, letting his self-awareness delve deeper into his soul.


  There were elements he had never thought of before; ideas about his principles and motivations and he glimpsed a relationship between his morals and his feelings and his powers, connections he had never discovered or considered before, but there was no evidence of the key to using the power.


  He heard Aurelia gasp, and turned to see the two women had been seized by a pair of Exmoor’s men each. And he was powerless to stop their seizure.


  “Take us together, and keep up together, so that I know the women are treated honorably,” Kestrel submitted reluctantly to Exmoor’s control of the situation.


  He heard a moan of regret from Lucretia, who had not expected Kestrel to surrender.


  “We’ll keep you together, until nightfall, so that you miss the next round of the tournament,” Exmoor promised. “And we’ll keep a guard on you at all times so you don’t manage any more of these trick escapes of yours.


  “Tie them up and wrap them up,” Exmoor said. Kestrel stood passively as one of the men roughly pulled his hands behind his back and tied them together. He watched two other men rip down one of the interior panels of cloth that lined the tent, and then they wrapped him in the cloth, so that he could see nothing.


  He felt himself lifted onto their shoulders. “Lucretia, are you okay?” he asked.


  “Yes Kestrel, so far,” he heard her reply, and then grunt.


  “Stay quiet,” someone said, and they began to move. Kestrel saw an increased amount of light filter through the material he was in as he was carried outside, and then he tried to hold his growing anger in check as they began traveling across the competition grounds to some unknown destination. He felt confident that if he were in a situation with just himself and the girls he would be able to call upon the imps to come save them. But as they rode atop their captors’ shoulders, he began to have doubts about whether or not he could trust Exmoor to really keep the three of them together.


  The journey continued on, and Kestrel’s patience waned. “How much further are you taking us?” he asked loudly.


  “Be quiet up there,” a voice below his head said.


  “Lucretia? Aurelia? Are you okay?” he shouted.


  “I said be quiet,” the voice shouted, and he received a punch in his kidneys, but he heard no response from the women.


  “Stillwater, Canyon, Killcen, Odare,” Kestrel called out, “I need your help!”


  “Hey!” a man close by exclaimed. “Look up there!”


  “There’s another one,” the man carrying Kestrel’s legs said.


  “I’m in here! Imps, I’m in here!” Kestrel called. He began to kick his legs and thrash his body.


  “We’re here, Kestrel!” an imp responded, just as Kestrel felt his activity succeed, loosening the material wrapped around him, and he began to tumble to the ground. He hit it hard and landed on his shoulder, causing terrible pain in the joint.


  “Take me away!” Kestrel called.


  “Odare!” he heard Killcen shout with concern.


  “Set me free!” Kestrel called. He tried to ignore the pain and forced himself to sit up, then turned his head until he shook the cloth enough to cause it to fall down away from his face.


  They were in a remote part of the palace gardens, away from other people. One imp was lying on the ground unconscious, while the other three circled protectively, facing off against four elves who surrounded the imps, ignoring Kestrel.


  He painfully wrenched his bound hands around from his back to his side and lightly pressed his fingertips around his knife handle, and hoped that the blade’s energy would accomplish the rest. He focused on the elf who appeared most belligerent in his approach to the imps, then flicked the knife upwards.


  To his relief his hopes were realized, as the knife ripped through his binding cloth and flew through the air to strike the man in the chest. “Lucretia, return,” he called before the man had even fallen to the ground, and then he flicked the knife out again at another of the men.


  As he fell too, the remaining two men fled from the confrontation.


  “Is she okay?” Kestrel asked. “Is Odare okay?”


  Stillwater came over to Kestrel, as Killcen and Canyon landed next to the injured imp. “One of the elves got lucky and hit her hard with his fist. It knocked her unconscious and she fell to the ground,” the imp said.


  “Take my knife and cut me free. Does she need attention?” Kestrel asked.


  Stillwater grabbed the knife out of the dead elf, and brought it back to Kestrel. “There were two other captives being carried away with me. Did you see them when you arrived?” Kestrel asked.


  “We didn’t see any others carried like you,” Stillwater grunted as he ripped the knife through the fabric, wielding the blade as though it were a sword in his small hands.


  “Could you send someone out to look for them?” Kestrel asked.


  “What about Odare?” the imp questioned as he started sawing the blade through the ropes that bound Kestrel’s hands.


  “I’ve got a skin with some of the healing water up in my room. As soon as we can find the girls, we can take Odare up to my room and treat her with some of the water,” Kestrel proposed.


  “Let us take Odare up first,” Stillwater countered, and Kestrel agreed, even though he worried about the minutes lost that needed to be devoted to the search. Soon after though, after he and Odare were taken up to the top of the tower and returned to his room, he began to treat the unconscious imp, while the three other sprites returned to the gardens and fields to begin searching.


  “I found them!” Killcen reported back minutes later. “They were carried into a building,” he told Kestrel as the elf splashed some of the spring water onto his shoulder, and swiftly swallowed a mouthful as well.


  “Can you and the others take me there?” Kestrel asked. “What did the building look like?”


  “It was a tall building by your standards, with many windows,” Killcen answered, as Stillwater and Canyon arrived.


  “Is there a high balcony you can put me on?” Kestrel queried, as he grabbed the staff that leaned against the wall.


  And so, only seconds later, he found himself with his staff and his knife, standing on a balcony of a brick-structured building. It was mid-afternoon, and the curtains were open, letting him see into the empty room inside. With his knife he pried the door open, and let himself and the imps inside. He went to the door and listened, then opened the door and looked out into a silent hallway. Faint sounds were coming from below.


  It felt good to have the staff in his hands again, ready to be used as a weapon. He knew that between Lucretia and his staff, and his now protected chest, he could carry out a great deal of destructive close-range battle, even though his aching shoulder limited his fighting ability. And he would have the advantage of surprise, he hoped.


  He stopped at the top of a narrow, dark set of stairs. They were the servants’ stairs, built to be discreet and out of sight, with a door to close them off, and Kestrel used them to cautiously go down a floor, to where he heard voices speaking.


  “You say there were imps attacking you?” a man’s voice asked contemptuously.


  “Yes sir,” another voice dutifully answered.


  “And you hadn’t killed the filthy half-breed by then?”


  “We weren’t out of sight; we were waiting until we got inside the gardener’s shed, but the imps ambushed us before then,” the second voice answered.


  “Did he follow you here?” the man in charge asked.


  “No sir. I’m sure not,” came the answer, part of a conversation taking place somewhere very near Kestrel. He cautiously cracked the door open and saw that the two were standing just outside his door, alone on a stairwell landing.


  Kestrel burst the door open, flung his knife at one of the men, then swung his staff and knocked the other unconscious. He quickly pulled the two bodies into the stairwell with him to hide them.


  “Stillwell, you and Canyon go see if you can find out what room the girls are in, then come tell me when you locate them. When we all get there, then you can carry them back to safety with Odare,” Kestrel plotted. He opened the door and let the two imps float out and begin their scouting trip around the house.


  There was a wave of shouts a second later, with running footsteps and shouting. “I think they’ve been noticed, Kestrel friend,” Killcen said drily.


  A man went running past the partially open door, and Kestrel flicked his knife out. Seconds later they heard the man’s body tumble down the stairs.


  “Lucretia, return,” Kestrel called.


  “We found them, Kestrel rescuer,” Stillwater said breathlessly as he reappeared.


  “Where are they?” Kestrel asked.


  “Downstairs there is a long hallway, and they are in the third room on the right,” Stillwater said. “Canyon remains there.”


  “The three of you go rescue the girls one at a time, and take them to where Odare is, and tell them I said to wait there,” Kestrel instructed.


  “They do not understand us; they are afraid of us,” Stillwater said. “They shout at us.”


  Kestrel grunted in frustration.


  “I’ll go down there right now,” he said. “I’ll meet you there. Go with him Killcen.”


  Kestrel burst the door open and started to run down the stairs to the ground floor. A man appeared at the foot of the stairs holding a knife, and Kestrel threw Lucretia. As he got to the bottom of the stairs an arrow hit him in the chest. He staggered backwards, called his knife, and sent the knife flying again.


  He called it back as he started in search of the hallway, and two elves attacked him, but he wielded his staff and left them both behind him, incapacitated, as he found the hallway, then counted doors on the right. When he opened the door another elf attacked him from behind, and cut him in the back with a knife before Kestrel thrust his staff between his assailant’s legs and tripped the attacker up. He was gasping in pain from the searing cut as he slammed the door shut behind him, and turned to see the two women’s forms rolled up in tapestries, the material pulled down far enough to expose their eyes, while the three sprites waited in the air.


  The door opened, and Kestrel threw his knife, then called it to return.


  “These sprites are my friends. They will take you to safety. Wait there and I’ll join you,” Kestrel called. “Do you understand?” he asked.


  They both nodded their heads, and Kestrel sent the imps to Lucretia first. The door opened again, and Kestrel swung his staff at the arm that thrust a sword within, then slammed the door shut.


  He saw the door shudder as the attackers started to try to break it down. “We’ll take you now, Kestrel,” Stillwater called moments later, and suddenly he felt the small bodies surround him and then the noise of the room was gone as he entered the dimension of nothingness. The grey void seemed to swirl with shades of darkness, and the time they hung in it seemed grossly extended until they finally emerged not in the apartment but on the roof of the tower.


  “Our pardon, Kestrel, but the strange energy in the sunlight has interfered with our travels once again,” Killcen apologized.


  Kestrel took off stiffly running across the roof, and returned to his room a minute later.


  “Now, let’s set you free,” he said as he pulled his knife out and began to slice the material away from the women, then cut the ropes around their hands.


  He set Lucretia free first, and she reached up to hug him tearfully. “What in the world are you?” she whispered. “Go help Aurelia,” she said.


  Kestrel started to cut the material away from his other rescued hostage, then stopped. The woman was older, several years older than Aurelia. He resumed sawing away at the cloth. “You’re the princess, aren’t you, the one who ages during the day?” he asked as he cut her bonds, then chaffed her wrists to help restore the circulation.


  “I am,” she said simply, staring into his eyes as he knelt next to her, his hands and hers in contact. “Thank you for your bold rescue,” she said as the imps came floating in, drawing her eyes as she spoke to Kestrel


  “Let me give you something,” he said as he rose. He stepped across the room to where Odare lay on his bed, blissfully asleep under the power of the healing water.


  The princess had numerous streaks of gray in her hair, and crow’s feet wrinkles around her eyes. Her hands had light age spots, and Kestrel was astonished at how much the girl had aged in such a relatively short time.


  "Your highness, please take a drink of this water," Kestrel offered the healing spring water bag to the aging woman. "It may help your condition."


  "I've tried every possible cure," she stated matter-of-factly. "There is nothing that will help my condition except time, and that outcome is predetermined."


  "Please, as a favor, take a sip," he implored gently, and held the bag out.


  Without comment she took the bag and took a drink, then passed it back to him.


  "Will you be safe if I leave you here?" Kestrel asked.


  "Two days ago I thought I was safe anywhere on the palace grounds," Lucretia replied. "Now I'm not sure."


  "I could stay here with you, or I could ask the imps to take you someplace safe," Kestrel pondered aloud what to do next.


  "You shouldn't stay away from the competition on our account," the princess said. "Lord Ripken needs a champion who can win this tournament and dent Exmoor's invincible reputation. That might help derail my foolish brother's infatuation with Exmoor's power."


  “Stillwater, could you take them all – Odare and the two elves – to the healing spring today, and keep them safe there? We might not be able to bring them back until tomorrow,” he turned to the imp to ask.


  “The sun troubles are increasing,” the blue imp replied. “We should be able to make the trips today, but tomorrow it will become more difficult, especially the later in the day we wait. And there are likely to be no trips for several days after that, until the sun finally settles down.”


  “If we keep them away from here for the night, and then bring them back tomorrow morning, would that work?” Kestrel tried to devise a gambit that would suit multiple needs.


  “We can carry them away today, and if we do not wait until too late in the day tomorrow, I believe we can bring them back safely,” Stillwater agreed.


  “I will call you tomorrow morning, and you can bring them to me,” Kestrel decided.


  “Kestrel, I think I understand you two speaking to each other,” Lucretia interjected. “Do you think we will be in danger doing this traveling activity with the imps? I did not enjoy the experience we just had.”


  “I know that traveling with the imps is not pleasant, but neither is it usually dangerous. From what Stillwater tells me, you will be safe to go away tonight, and then come back in the morning tomorrow. And the place I would have them take you to, it is a magic spring whose waters heal all injuries and illnesses that I know of. I hope that if the princess soaks in the waters overnight, her disease might be cured,” he glanced over at the woman whose appearance had changed so much so quickly.


  “For that, I would take the risk. Aurelia has been my truest friend since we were children, and she is the rock of steadiness in the royal family. If she were healthy, Exmoor’s plots would be cut off at the knees,” Lucretia told him.


  “Let’s get some food and blankets for you to take with you tonight,” Kestrel suggested.


  They cautiously left the apartment, Kestrel carrying the still-sleeping Odare, and went to Lucretia’s apartment in the tower, where they gathered goods and supplies, while Kestrel explained the imps’ enjoyment of the water. And then he stood and watched the imps carry their passengers away, one by one, leaving him alone once again, relieved to know the women were safe, but wondering where Tewks was as he hurried back down to the ground and started to jog towards the tournament grounds once again.


  When he arrived back at Lord Ripken’s stand on the grounds he saw Tewks and Targus and Ripken all wearing concerned expressions, until Ripken spotted Kestrel and smiled warmly as he waved a welcome.


  “I’ve lost my bow and arrows,” Kestrel told the trio as he stood in front of the stand and looked up at their grinning faces.


  “We thought we had lost our archer; a bow and arrows can be replaced, but a competitor like you is one-of-a-kind,” Ripken told him. “And after Tewks was careless enough to lose you, he’s especially glad you’re back,” Ripken looked at the lad. “We told him he would have to replace you in the tournament,” he paused, “by being a target!”


  The boy grimaced. “The Exmoor goons were chasing me all over the place!


  “I’ll go get a new bow and arrows for you right now,” he volunteered, then disappeared from the stand as he ducked out the back.


  “Be careful Kestrel, the atmosphere is very tense,” Targus bent low to speak so that only they plus Lord Ripken could hear. “The princess has disappeared, and the royal family is very upset. Exmoor had bands of men roaming the festival grounds menacing others. Tewks has told us you’ve had some run-ins with them already.”


  “It’s been the most unusual tournament I’ve been to,” Kestrel replied. He thought of the assassin’s arrow in Graylee, and the harassing merchant in Center Trunk. “Yes, it’s been different,” he summed up as Tewks returned with a bow and arrows.


  “Are you safe sitting here?” Kestrel asked Ripken.


  “I’m in the open, and there are a number of men discreetly stationed in the area,” the nobleman answered. “Now you go to the competition and keep shooting the way you’ve done so far,” the nobleman said. He reached forward and clasped his hand on Kestrel’s shoulder with a smile. “Good luck, not that you need luck, not with all the abilities and allies you have,” he said, and sat back, as Tewks hastily returned with a battered-looking bow and a quiver of hastily-procured arrows.


  Tewks led Kestrel to a different competition field, one that was larger than those he had shot at previously, a wide field with many more targets, able to hold two score or more archers it appeared. “Don’t worry; there will be ten winners from this round who will compete tomorrow in the rest of the competition. Not that it will matter since you will be the best archer anyway,” the boy explained. “Good luck,” he offered as he backed away from Kestrel and the competitors who milled around their stations awaiting instruction.


  Kestrel stood alone, waiting and wool-gathering. He hoped that the two women and the imps had comfortably traveled through the troubled ways that the imps used. The late summer was moving on, and autumn would come soon, followed by the winter, when no travel by the imps or sprites would be possible, and Kestrel would be left to his own resources in his battle against the Viathins and Uniontown.


  With that thought, for the first time, Kestrel wondered if the machinations and trouble that were roiling the court in the Northern Forest were part of the Viathin troubles that had caused so much destruction and grief in the Inner Seas. It amazed him that he had not ever thought to tie the two together, but the logic seemed unimpeachable. Exmoor could very well be an agent of the Viathins, working to cause turmoil and to bring down the ruling family of the kingdom.


  Kestrel pondered the value of securing the skin of water of Decimindion to bring it north; he knew that spreading that liquor around the court would help him determine whether the Viathins’ evil was at the root of the problems afflicting the court. The Viathins and the comet, he corrected himself, convinced that the comet had in some way caused the princess’s illness.


  “Contestants to your marks,” he heard the judge for the contest call. Kestrel made a promise to himself that at the next available opportunity, he would ask the imps to take him back to Graylee, and he would fetch the water skin of the protective water back to Kirevee, so that the protection could be administered. It would make a profound difference in the dynamics of the court, he was sure.


  “Pull your strings,” the judge called, and Kestrel raised his bow. He hadn’t tested it at all, had no way to judge its effectiveness or strength. His first few shots would be adventures, tests of the bow that would allow him to judge its effectiveness and adjust to overcome its deficits.


  He released the first shot upon the judge’s command and felt the weakness of the shot. The string was too soft, and the wood was not stiff enough. His shot started to drop in velocity and path early in its flight, and struck the bottom of the outermost ring.


  Kestrel stood still, his shoulders drooping momentarily as he looked at the embarrassing result, then he picked out another arrow. He felt good that at least the arrow hadn’t drifted left or right; despite the slow velocity it carried, it hadn’t suffered any ill effects from the wind.


  Slowly, Kestrel took aim, lifting his target several inches higher, and pulling the bow just a little farther, until he sensed that he was in danger of putting too much stress on the wood. “Please be with this shot Kai and Kere and Morph,” he mumbled a prayer to his goddesses and added the elven god of speed as well, then released his grip on the arrow, and watched it take the same virtually parabolic path on its way to the target, starting high, then cresting and falling as it decelerated and approached the target.


  But it struck the center spot, and firmly held its place. Kestrel smiled in relief. “Thank you gods,” he mumbled again, then pulled out a third arrow, and took his time preparing that shot as well.


  His results were sloppy. Even when he had the characteristics of the bow figured out, the irregular character of the arrows threw a new variable into his efforts. Halfway through the supply of arrows, Kestrel was below the minimum score to qualify, as every third or fourth arrow seemed to have an escape plan of its own that caused it to veer far from his expected target.


  Kestrel slowed down his shooting even more, as he began to take more time inspecting his arrows, discarding the worst and trying to enhance the best. As he slowly made his way through his quiver, many others finished shooting, and a few started collecting their arrows, taking them down, so that Kestrel could not judge how close he was to the leaders, to know if he would qualify for the final round or not. He felt his shoulders grow tense, as he drew his last three arrows, unsure of how close his margin of error was.


  He carefully fired each shot, and watched the first with satisfaction, the second with anguish, and the third and final shot with a satisfied whoop as the arrow landed in the center of his target.


  He turned around, and saw the judge and three others standing behind him.


  “You will go on to the next round; you’re the last qualifier,” the judge told him with a nod of approval. Kestrel pumped his fist and jogged to the end of the field, where he gathered up his arrows.


  He was pleased. And he realized he was tired and hungry as well. The day had been a long series of continuous battles and challenges; despite his hasty dose of spring water his shoulder still ached from his injury and his ongoing activity, and he wished he could just escape from it all, perhaps by returning to the healing spring as a place of refuge. But the imps were challenged by the strange conditions caused by the sun, the sun that was setting in the west, and Kestrel didn’t want to call upon them to make an extra trip. Instead he trudged through the emptying competition field, and found that Tewks was waiting for him at the otherwise empty stand of Lord Ripken.


  “I’ll need a different bow tomorrow, and better arrows,” Kestrel told the boy wearily. “Can you get them?”


  “Of course. I’ve got all night to find something better, don’t you worry. You go on to Lord Ripken’s home and I’ll see you there,” Tewks said.


  Kestrel waved, and walked into the gloom, but without any intention of going to Lord Ripken’s, or of going back to his own apartment high in the eastern tower, at least not right away. Instead he walked in search of a quiet tavern where he could eat a meal, not be recognized, and sit back to watch people while he tried to figure out all that was going to happen tomorrow.


  He left the palace, but received a pass from the guard to allow him to return through the gates to the palace grounds, and he wandered out into the city.


  


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 14 – The Real Moorin


  


  Kestrel went in search of a tavern where he could watch entertaining people, without having to worry about drunkards who might fall upon one another in violent fights at the less reputable establishments. He wanted a place that was neither the place of the nobles, nor the place where the dregs would drink, and he walked for half an hour until he saw a well-lit tavern within which he could hear a woman’s voice singing a ballad.


  He went inside, and took an empty seat at the end of the public room farthest from the singer. She was a matronly woman who possessed an extraordinary voice, and the half of the room that was filled with customers was the half that was closest to her. The audience sat and listened and enjoyed the songs she sang.


  And Kestrel did too. Although he had come to the tavern expecting to find a lesser quality of entertainment, he enjoyed listening to the woman while he tried to figure out what was going to happen the following day. He ate his bowl of stew and drank his juice and sat with his back against the wall and his eyes closed while he listened and thought, until he smelled a lovely fragrance, and opened his eyes to see three elven maids and two men with them gathered around his table as one of the girls leaned down and gave him an unexpected hug.


  It was Malindaree, the girl who had been on the run from North Harbor to Kirevee with him, the lovely girl he had awoken with in the healing spring, and talked to in woods afterwards.


  “This is him! This is the greatest elf alive today! He’s the one I told you about,” she said over her shoulder as she pressed herself against him. “Can we join you?” she asked as she unbent and motioned at the empty table he sat at.


  “Yes, please do,” Kestrel replied, as they all slid into place.


  Malindaree proceeded to give an abbreviated retelling of the story of the group that had been ambushed in the forest, with the imps and the healing spring featuring prominently.


  “Just like that, we were at this magical place in the Eastern Forest! Can you believe it? I wasn’t even sure there was such a place as the Eastern Forest,” she told her tale. “But when you hear Kestrel’s accent you can’t doubt it. Go ahead Kestrel – tell them something,” she urged.


  Malindaree received a significant nudge from the girl sitting next to her.


  “Kestrel!” she exclaimed before he could utter a word. “We’re on our way to a party for a friend, and as you can see, I don’t have an escort. Would you go with us and help make all the other girls jealous? Please?” she wheedled charmingly.


  “I don’t know anyone in Kirevee,” Kestrel declined. “I’d be boring company.”


  “No! you’d be a man of mystery! You’re perfect. Please, as a favor to me. I let you save my life once; can’t you return the favor?” she made Kestrel laugh with her outrageous turn of logic.


  “Will Exmoor or any of his people be there?” Kestrel asked. He had no desire to walk into another confrontation, but a casual visit to a peaceful social event in the Northern Forest kingdom did tempt him as an opportunity to see have the elves of the land lived.


  “No, trees branches no!” one of the boys laughed. “That would be like putting the fox among the chickens.


  “And with that green and white, you’ll fit right in.”


  “I’m awfully worn out,” Kestrel hedged, “but I’ll go with you for a little while, as long as you’ll let me leave early.”


  “You can leave early, if you want to be an old man, but you have to promise to sneak out discreetly so no one thinks I’ve scared off my date,” Malindaree grabbed his good shoulder and squeezed it in appreciation.


  “Scared off another date?” one of the other girls joked, drawing a threatening petite fist waved in the air.


  “Well, let’s go. I’ve only got this boy for a little while so I might as well get as much good out of him as I can,” Malindaree said.


  “You can call me ‘Ree’ tonight,” she told Kestrel as they rose from their seats.


  The girl was not any younger than Kestrel was himself, but he had the feeling that she had little depth of personality, at least none yet. She was pretty, but without life experience to give her guidance in life, he realized, whereas he had had extraordinary amounts of life experience crammed into the past two years. He thought of Lucretia, the Lucretia in the Eastern Forest, who he had recommended as an ambassador to the humans of Hydrotaz. She too had gained considerable life experience, but in a way that was even more direct and brutal than Kestrel, and he wondered which was a better way to live. Perhaps the gods chose different people to walk different paths for sound reasons, but he only shook his head at the disparity of events thrust into the lives of his acquaintances.


  “You’ll have to talk to me sometime tonight,” Malindalee was holding his hand and squeezed it as they walked down the street with her friends, arousing Kestrel from his reverie. “You might as well start now. What have you been doing today?”


  “I was in the tournament, the archery contest, at the palace today,” he answered.


  “It’s good to see that you’re still alive,” one of the boys walking with one of the girls just ahead of them spoke back over his shoulder to Kestrel. “Talk of the town is that it was a murderously brutal time on the grounds. I’m not sure many people are going to go back tomorrow to watch; I think they’re worried about their safety.


  “Are you going to return tomorrow to see who wins?” he asked Kestrel.


  “I am,” Kestrel answered simply, not volunteering that he would be a competitor in the final rounds.


  “Oh, be careful Kestrel,” Malindaree urged.


  They soon arrived at an entry drive that led up to the front of a large chateau, and joined a steady stream of people arriving at the home. They entered and passed through the luxurious furnishings to where most people were congregated, at a series of terraced patios on the back of the home, lit by lanterns that hung from trees and poles, while servants passed around with drinks and food. Whatever Kestrel was going to learn about the lives of northern elves, it was not going to be the lives of the ordinary people.


  Kestrel stayed next to Malindaree as she began to flit from group to group, introducing him and exchanging gossip with the others as Kestrel politely listened, usually losing the trail of the conversation as the speakers rapidly uttered their accented words and phrases.


  “Thank you for joining us,” a man’s voice suddenly spoke on Kestrel’s far side, and he turned to see a familiar face, a human one that he recognized after a second’s pause. It was Count Stelten, the Count of the Grey Fjord, who he had been briefly introduced to at the royal banquet the night before.


  “It’s a pleasure to be here,” Kestrel said carefully. The Count had spoken as though he was the host. “Is this your home?” he tried to speak correctly, in the local accent.


  “Yes, it is. This is our city home for when we come to court, something that I’m not sure we’ll do very often in years to come,” the Count answered. “Thank you for putting on such a wonderful performance today.”


  Kestrel nodded his head, as Malindaree turned her head to observe the conversation. “What did you do today, Kestrel? You didn’t mention anything besides the tournament,” she spoke up.


  “Ah, little Ree, don’t you know that you’re standing next to one of the favorites to win the tournament tomorrow?” Stelten asked. “I was sure that was why you had brought him, and I intended to express my gratitude to both of you for coming, given the disfavor our family is in.”


  Kestrel looked at Malindaree inquisitively. He remembered that Tewks had taken him away from a further acquaintance with Stelten at the banquet the night before. “I’m sorry we didn’t talk last night,” Kestrel said.


  “Were you at the banquet?” Malindaree asked Kestrel, tugging on his sleeve. “I would have gone if I had known you were going to be there!


  “Ah, there she is,” the girl switched topics suddenly.


  “Kestrel, I’d like to introduce you to one of my friends, the reason the count is putting on this lavish party,” Malindaree spoke, maneuvering herself between the two men, and turning them all towards the main body of the party.


  And as soon as they turned, Kestrel felt his knees turn weak. Standing at no great distance, close enough for him to observe the flawless skin and unsurpassed beauty, stood Moorin, another, identical version of the girl he was fated to meet and rescue.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 15 – Things Go Astray


  


  “Come Kestrel, let us introduce you to my daughter, Moorin, the light of my life,” Stelten spoke up, and together he and Malindaree made it impossible for Kestrel to hang back from coming face-to-face with this apparently original incarnation of the girl who he had seen copied so many times.


  Moorin was wearing an elegant gown, one that was silver and gray, sheer in places, and opaque in other spots, a collection of fabrics that accented her partially human, partially elf figure to her best advantage.


  Moorin dear,” Malindaree called, “let me introduce you to my mysterious escort for this evening. Your father knows him better than I do!” Malindaree spoke with mock indignation.


  Moorin and a human man by her side advanced to meet the trio that was approaching them. “Hello father dear,” she spoke in a low contralto voice that thrilled Kestrel because it sounded so familiar, so like the voice of the imposters that he had taken to be her in the past.


  “Ree, sweet Ree, are you bringing strange men to our engagement party?” Moorin turned to Malindaree and spoke. She was holding hands with a human man, one who was saying little, and smiling less.


  “Moorin, he’s strange in a good way!” Malindaree declared. “Let me introduce you.


  “Moorin, this is Kestrel, he’s an elf from the Eastern Forest,” she said.


  “Actually a nobleman, or so he was introduced,” Stelten added.


  “You didn’t tell me that either!” Ree lightly slapped Kestrel’s shoulder.


  “Kestrel, this is Moorin, the Countess of the Grey Fjord, and the fiancé of the Prince of Seafare,” the girl turned to the rest of the introduction.


  Kestrel stood silently, staring at the beauty of the girl. She was incredibly familiar to him, yet he was meeting this version, what he believed was the true version, for the first time.


  “You have such beautiful eyes,” Moorin said softly, staring back at him intently. He felt her hand squeeze his, and realized that somehow their hands had come together between them. “How did you come to have purple eyes?” she asked.


  “I lived with a village of gnomes in the Water Mountains one winter,” he answered, “and they adopted me as part of their tribe.”


  “Have we met before?” she asked. “I feel like I know you.”


  “Ahem,” the man beside her cleared his throat.


  “Excuse me,” Moorin said, “I don’t know where my manners are. As Ree mentioned, this is my fiancé, Ruelin, the prince of Seafare.”


  “Charmed,” the man spoke the one word as though it were the expression of all that he needed to say. He was a pleasant-looking man, Kestrel thought, though his expression conveyed the clear impression that he was bored with the evening’s proceedings.


  “Moorin and Ruelin will be sailing back to Seafare tomorrow for the wedding,” Stelten explained. “So this is our engagement party for all of her friends here.”


  “Has it been a long engagement?” Kestrel asked faintly.


  Moorin blushed faintly, the color in her cheeks appear all the more beautiful to Kestrel.


  “The engagement was arranged by my ambassador to Kirevee just a month ago, and we’ll be married in another fortnight,” Ruelin answered. “I see no reason to wait around to collect my prize,” his hand crept forward and disconnected the grasp that Moorin and Kestrel still held, then pulled Moorin’s hand away.


  “Come my dear, let us mingle elsewhere,” he said, and he started to stroll away without another word. Moorin looked over her shoulder at the others for a moment, then followed along in her fiancé’s wake.


  “Let me introduce you to someone,” Ree told Kestrel. “Pardon us; we’ll see you later, my lord,” she said to Stelten as she led Kestrel away.


  “Moorin is marrying a prince on the rebound,” she told Kestrel once they were out of earshot of Stelten. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”


  “Was she engaged before?” Kestrel asked faintly. “Did her fiancé cheat on her?”


  “Yes! How did you know?” Ree looked at him with large eyes.


  “Just a lucky guess,” he muttered.


  “What did you say?” Ree asked him, not understanding his accent. “You were his guest?”


  “No, I just made a guess. What happened?” Kestrel asked.


  “She was engaged to our own prince, York. But he went on a hunting expedition with Exmoor, and there were several women along with them for entertainment apparently,” Ree told him. “Moorin found out and immediately cut off the engagement. She rushed into a new engagement just a fortnight later, and Prince Ruelin is already here to pick her up and take her home. They’ll sail back to Seafare tomorrow night.”


  “Are you alright?” she asked, seeing Kestrel’s pale face.


  “Could we go sit down for a moment so I can rest?” he asked.


  “Certainly, certainly,” she immediately agreed. “You must be exhausted after competing in the tournament all day. Why didn’t you tell us you were one of the day’s winners?”


  Kestrel smiled and shrugged, as they turned and walked back towards the house, and went inside through the patio doors. They found a quiet parlor, unoccupied by anyone else, where only a single dim candle flickered, and sat down on a divan.


  “Would you mind if I went out and chatted? I haven’t seen some of these people in ages?” Ree asked after fidgeting momentarily, as Kestrel sat back with his eyes closed and his mind clouded with confusion.


  “No, you go right ahead. I’ll be here, or someplace nearby,” he agreed, and remained motionless as she silently slipped away, leaving him pleased to have a moment of quiet solitude to collect his thoughts.


  What was he to do? Kestrel’s mind wandered through a fog of doubt and indecision as he tried to piece together the strands of memories and prophecies and emotions that roiled together in his soul. He had found the true Moorin – perhaps, he told himself with a caution he didn’t truly feel. He was confident that this was the true Moorin. He was under a prophecy from a goddess, one that said he was supposed to rescue and save this girl. He had met false copies of the girl, and already knew parts of her life story through those false imitations. He had fallen in love with one of the copies, and he knew as he thought of her loveliness that he was ready to fall in love with the genuine woman as well.


  There was a soft sound at the door behind him, and an ineffable change in the atmosphere of the room wafted over him.


  “Moorin, how did you know where to find me?” he asked, his eyes still closed, but his soul certain that it was her.


  “How did you know it was me?” she softly asked as she silently glided around the furniture and came to sit next to him, not quite touching him, though she was close.


  He paused before he answered. “I came to the Northern Forest looking for you,” he replied. “I came all the way from Graylee, through the mountains and over the water, on the chance that you might be here.”


  “I think I’ve seen you in my dreams, or some other place not in this world,” she answered.


  “I was in love with you, in a different life, a life you never lived,” Kestrel told her. “The goddess told me to rescue you, and to save you. I never realized that she meant I should rescue you from an unhappy marriage.”


  He felt the divan shift as she moved. “It’s not an unhappy marriage yet. It may not be,” she replied, but there was doubt in her voice.


  “What am I supposed to do?” she asked, and Kestrel heard the anguish in her voice. “I just broke off one engagement because my betrothed played false. Should I break off this engagement, now that Ruelin’s traveled all the way here? Wouldn’t that make my own heart just as false as York’s? And what guarantee is there that I’ll be unhappy with him, or that you’ll make me happy?” She asked as she astonished herself with her revealing questions.


  “There’s no guarantee,” Kestrel acknowledged. He opened his eyes and looked at her in the dim light of the candle. There were glistening tears on her cheeks. “I don’t know that I’ll make you happy. I just know that I’m supposed to save you.”


  There was another sound at the door, and Moorin turned to look. It was Ruelin.


  “Your father’s guests are looking for you,” he said in a strained voice. “Is everything alright here?”


  “Yes,” Moorin answered smoothly, rising from the seat. “I was just checking on Ree’s guest.” She walked around the furniture and left the room with the prince, leaving Kestrel alone once again in the room, unable to imagine what he should do. Moorin wasn’t in danger; her life wasn’t at risk. He couldn’t bring himself to believe that he was supposed to break up her engagement, and he didn’t know what he was supposed to do to save her.


  He sat and watched the flame flicker while the candle burned a half inch lower, while time passed and his soul churned in turmoil, then he got up and left the room in search of Ree, feeling unsettled and ready to leave.


  Out on the patio the crowd was still large and congested and noisy. Kestrel gently shouldered his way between groups, looking for Ree to tell her he was finished for the evening. After several minutes of fruitless searching he saw Count Stelten, and worked his way over to the host of the evening.


  “I’m looking for Ree. Do you know where she is?” Kestrel asked. “I think I’ll turn in for the evening and I wanted to let her know I was going.”


  “Where are you staying?” Stelten asked.


  “I’ve got a room in one of the towers on the palace grounds, but I’m not sure I’ll risk going back,” Kestrel told him. “I’m sure I can find a good inn that will be safe.”


  “Would you like to stay here this evening? We’ve got several guest rooms, away from the noise and the people,” Stelten offered.


  Kestrel paused, then nodded his head. “Thank you, that’s very generous.”


  “Just promise me you’ll not do anything foolish with my daughter,” the count told him. “She’s been watching you ever since you came out of the house.”


  Kestrel turned slowly and saw that Moorin and Ruelin were standing upon a step above the patio across the way, and Moorin was indeed staring in his direction until their eyes met, and she shifted her gaze.


  “Is there something I need to be aware of?” Stelten asked.


  “I think it is my destiny to be involved in your daughter’s life,” Kestrel said softly. “If you’d rather I not spend the night here, I understand.”


  Stelten looked at Kestrel, then looked away. “You seem like a very honorable person, and so I will trust your truthfulness. If you were me, would you have yourself spending the night?”


  Kestrel inhaled deeply. “I think I should go find a room at a nice inn. I appreciate your offer. Have you seen where Ree has gotten off to?”


  “She is among the group that is dancing on the north terrace,” Stelten said. “I wish you all the luck in the world tomorrow. I hope you win the championship,” he held his hand high, and Kestrel pressed his own palm against the count’s. He glanced once more at where Moorin stood, then walked away to the dance floor, confused and miserable.


  He reached the stand where the band was playing, and stood looking out until he saw Ree, dancing with another male elf, enjoying herself. She saw him, and smiled, then waved. He waved back, and nodded his head to indicate that he was ready to leave.


  Ree left her partner and danced her way over to where Kestrel stood. As he watched her approach, he noted that Moorin and Ruelin were also approaching the dance floor. “Kestrel come out and dance with me!” she spoke loudly to him, her eyes shining with enjoyment of the festive atmosphere around her.


  “I’m ready to leave now, I think,” he bent low and spoke into her ear. “I really appreciate you bringing me here, but I’m tired from the tournament, and I have to be in good shape tomorrow.”


  “One dance! Just give me one dance; it won’t wear you out. You’re a strong, strapping lad!” Ree giggled, her cheek pressed against his as they spoke to each other.


  “Hey ugly, get away from my partner and find your own girl,” a hand shoved Kestrel unexpectedly in the back as a man’s voice spoke.


  Kestrel whirled around to see that the dancer Ree had left on the dance floor had stalked over after her, a look of indignation on his face, and the smell of chairstem weed on his breath. The man, an elf through and through, was inebriated. “She came over to see me, and she came here with me. Now just be patient and we’ll be done here soon,” Kestrel was dissatisfied with the man’s manners, but willing to calm the situation.


  “Patient? Why should I be patient that a slug-ugly half-breed is messing up my fun?” the belligerent elf shot back. He had a pair of friends standing behind him, and the people on the dance floor were starting to move away from the confrontation.


  “Warrick, be nice!” Ree interrupted. “You are at Moorin’s own house and party, you ignorant dolt,” she hissed. “Think about your words, idiot. Kestrel was my date to come here and we’re talking right now. Go wait over there and I’ll dance with you again. You’re a good dancer,” she tried to mollify the man.


  “You’re right. I’m a good dancer – a better dancer than him, I’m sure, and better at a lot of other things too, I’ve no doubt. Stupid half-breed,” he muttered in a lower voice, but still loudly enough for Kestrel to overhear, and his patience snapped.


  “You think you’re better than me?” Kestrel asked loudly, making the elf jerk his head up and look at the challenge in disbelief.


  “Kestrel, no. Kestrel, don’t please. He doesn’t have any idea who you are or what you can do,” Ree began to press Kestrel away as she remembered his warrior skills in the battle in the forest.


  “Yeah, go on, let the little girl protect you,” the elf taunted Kestrel.


  “I challenge you. Here. Now,” Kestrel said flatly, knowing that it was the wrong thing to do. He should just walk away, but he was already filled with confusion and anger over so many other questions about things to do, things to walk away from, things to stand up to – this was a clear, simple opportunity to not walk away.


  He had issued a challenge in front of witnesses, and now Warrick the elf and Kestrel were falling into a confrontation, a duel.


  “Knives. One each. Here on the dance floor at fifteen paces. You throw first, I’ll throw second. Can you handle that?” Kestrel asked, knowing that he was creating an unfair challenge, one in which he held an unseen advantage because of the divine tattooed shield he wore across his torso.


  The band was faltering, the few remaining dancers were scrambling away, and Kestrel was slowly stepping backwards onto the dance floor, as Ree went along with him. “Kestrel don’t do this. Kestrel stop it! This is supposed to be Moorin’s celebration!” she urged and cried. “Don’t ruin it for her!”


  Kestrel glanced over at where Moorin and Ruelin stood among the watching crowd, then he hooked his arm around Ree and gently pressed her back behind himself. “Stay back there little one; stay safe,” he told her.


  “Come on. Here I am. Throw if you’ve got the strength,” Kestrel taunted. He saw his opponent being urgently talked to by his friends, but upon hearing Kestrel’s call the man angrily shook them off.


  “You’re ugly and stupid!” he said, then pulled his knife out and hurled it with all his strength at Kestrel.


  The knife struck Kestrel’s chest directly above his heart. Kestrel stepped back two steps as he absorbed the momentum, and he stepped on Ree’s toes with his second step, as the knife fell to the dance floor with a clatter.


  Kestrel stood on the floor alive, the stunned crowd speaking loudly and pointing, while Warrick’s face turned white. “That’s it? That’s your best?” Kestrel asked, his accent growing stronger as his emotions flowed.


  He pulled his own knife from its sheath on his hip, then felt Malindaree place her hands over his. “Kestrel, it will be murder if you throw at him now! He’s not as good as you!” she shouted the words at him. “Please don’t kill him!”


  Kestrel stood staring at the man, who suddenly bent over and vomited in fear on his own shoes. Kestrel looked over at Moorin, who stood with Ruelin’s arm around her bare shoulder. He shook his hand free of Ree’s then slowly slid the knife back into its sheath. “I’m going to go now,” he said quietly to the girl next to him, and stalked off the dance floor, a wide avenue opening in the crowd as he approached.


  He had made Warrick look like a fool. And there had been no real reason to do so. He didn’t feel any better, he acknowledged to himself as he stomped across the patio and through the chateau. He felt angry with himself for allowing the situation to devolve as it had. If he took that level of frustration and anger with him into the tournament competition on the palace grounds, he would be doomed to failure. If he carried it into his campaign against Uniontown and the Viathins, everyone he cared about would be doomed.


  After a long walk through the city he came to an inn that was near the palace gates, and he paid for a room, then went up to his bed and lay there, thinking. He had the tournament to think about. He had Moorin to think about. He had the return of Lucretia and Aurelia to think about. He had Ripken and Tewks to think about, along with Philip and Alicia and Picco.


  Kere, there is more than I can handle – too many questions, too many responsibilities, and I am too tired and confused and weak, he prayed a silent plea.


  You are strong, young one, he heard Kere’s voice.


  You are wise, young one, he heard Kia’s voice.


  Do not despair. Do the good works that your heart tells you to, that is all we ask, Kere spoke.


  We trust in you Kestrel. You are our champion, Kia added. Now rest and sleep peacefully.


  For tomorrow will be a fateful day, Kere chimed in.


  And then Kestrel fell asleep.


  


  


  


  



  


  Chapter 16 – The Perfect Bow


  


  Kestrel awoke to the sound of boots walking in the hallway outside of his room, and sunlight streaming through his curtains. The morning was well underway, and he knew he needed to be ready to return to the palace and win the tournament.


  “Stillwater,” he called. “I’m ready for you to deliver the girls.”


  He sat up and pulled his boots on, then saw the instantaneous materialization of Aurelia, surrounded by the three imps who carried her.


  Aurelia, the princess with the unusual, deadly aging disease, was a blooming, beautiful young woman.


  “It worked!” she shrieked as she leapt upon Kestrel, her arms and legs inelegantly encircling him as she shouted out her joy. “Look at me!” she spoke directly to Kestrel, their faces inches apart. Kestrel saw the imps disappear. Her face was a mask of indescribable joy, lit with warmth and a restored hope for the future.


  “Feel my skin!” she reached and grabbed his hand, then rubbed it up and down on her soft, pliable cheek.


  “Kestrel! I’m healed! I’m who I am. This is wonderful! We can go see my father, and he will be like a man brought back to life!” she was exuberant. “I can tell him about how incredible you’ve been, and how evil Exmoor has been.


  “He’ll become a real king again. He’ll force my brother to end his unsavory relationship with Exmoor, and we can bring justice back to the throne,” she forecast all the wonderful things she expected to occur.


  The imps returned with Lucretia. The girl took one look at Aurelia’s celebration and she laughed, then jumped on Kestrel as well, who tottered and fell backwards onto the bed, both the girls landing atop him, laughing with great pleasure for being alive and healthy and back in their home town again, convinced that their health was an omen of good things to come. And Kestrel found their enthusiasm and optimism to be infectious; he laughed with them.


  “How were the travels, Stillwater?” Kestrel asked the imp from beneath his assailants.


  “It was difficult, friend Kestrel. After today we will not be able to use our means to travel,” the imp told him.


  “Will you return to your home now?” Kestrel asked.


  “We will stay with you for as long as you think you need us, for the duration of this problem, if you wish. We were assigned to assist you, and we’ll do that in any way possible.” Stillwater answered stoutly, as the others nodded their heads in agreement.


  “You’re good friends, great friends, all of you,” Kestrel praised them. He gave a might shove upward, and dislodged the princess so that she rolled off of him and onto the mattress, while Lucretia clung to him and remained in his arms as he stood.


  “I say that we should all go to the palace now and get this tournament over with!” he declared. It was one thing that he felt confident he could succeed at, another positive thing on top of the return of the healed princess. With those victories accomplished, there would be fewer things left for him to ponder, things like his fate with Moorin.


  “I am not ready to have my mighty squad of imps exposed to the court of Kirevee this morning if it’s possible to avoid it,” Kestrel said. “Stillwater, would you and your friends go to my rooms in the tower and wait there until I call you?” he asked.


  “We would like to be part of the fun today with you, but we will wait if you think it is best. May we fly to the tower instead of transporting?” the imp asked, and when Kestrel agreed, they opened the window and flew out, creating, Kestrel was sure, some spectacle for any observant residents of the city.


  Together, the three elven occupants of the room left the inn, and chatted as they quickly reached the palace gates, where Aurelia was recognized and quickly allowed inside with her friends, along with an escort of guards who were immediately attached to her.


  “If you are safe with your guards, I’m going to go see Lord Ripken and pick up my bow,” Kestrel told the princess and Lucretia.


  “We’ll be watching for you!” Lucretia promised, and then they went their separate way, as Kestrel strolled towards the competition grounds.


  He found Tewks waiting for him at Ripken’s stand, although it was still well before time for the last round of competition to begin. “Here Kestrel, the best bow I could find!” the boy spoke reverently.


  “Did you really have a duel with Warrick last night?” he lowered his voice and asked in a stage whisper.


  “Let’s go check this bow. Pick up the arrows and follow me and we’ll try some practice before the competition starts,” Kestrel answered, taking the bow and walking towards a vacant competition field, one that was empty after being used during the previous day’s preliminary rounds.


  “So what’s this you say about a duel?” Kestrel asked as he placed an arrow on the string and slowly tested the resilience of the bow, flexing it gingerly without releasing the arrow.


  “I heard that you went with a pretty girl to the engagement party at Count Stelten’s home, and you got in a fight with someone who had eaten too much chairstem weed, right on the dance floor,” Tewks recounted. “I guess it made the bride pretty mad that you upset her party like that. Did you?”


  “I don’t know if I upset the bride,” Kestrel said with regret, wondering if he had ruined her celebration, unsettled as it had already seemed to be for her. He liked the feel of the bow, and just the touch of the instrument made him feel confident that he could win the contest he faced; the weapon was made of a very dark wood, almost black, while its front was decorated with an intricate woven pattern of inlaid lighter wood that provided a beautiful, elegant appearance. He put the question about Moorin out of his mind as he stared at the target, minutely adjusted his aim, then smoothly released his shot.


  The bow was a perfect piece of equipment, absolutely flawless; his shot flew on a level plane all the way to the center of the target, where it soundly embedded itself in the colored middle.


  “Nice bow,” he told Tewks.


  “But the rest is true?” the boy persisted.


  Kestrel aimed another arrow. “More or less,” he agreed, and released his second shot, which nearly struck the first arrow as it too landed in the center of the target.


  Kestrel fired five more arrows, and all flew true. It was a marvelous weapon.


  “They say Count Stelten says that you’re a good person, but his daughter said that you’re a bore and a creep and she doesn’t want to ever be around you again,” Tewks dished the details that sounded most extravagant.


  Kestrel looked at the boy. “Right now, I’m going to focus on the competition. We want to put on a good show for the princess,” he said.


  “That’s the other big news! The princess was missing all night! No one knows where she is!” Tewks was reminded of more gossip. “I think Exmoor has her,” he confided.


  “She’s back. She came back to the palace this morning,” Kestrel said simply.


  “Did she? You’re sure? Is she a little girl right now?” Tewks was practically dancing in excitement on hearing more news.


  “I think she’s cured of her disease,” Kestrel answered. “Why don’t you go find out? I’m going to go to the competition field and wait for the start.”


  Tewks raced off, and Kestrel calmly walked through the increasing number of elves who were entering the competition fields to witness the finale of the archery contest. The line at which the contestants would stand was a long one, indicating that several competitors would be involved in the final round of shooting. Kestrel took a spot near the end of the line, towards the side where several plush stands were erected, presumably for royal and noble audience members to stand in.


  Kestrel was not alone as he waited. Almost immediately he was joined by a pair of other archers, wearing bright, pristine outfits that made Kestrel realize he still wore the same disheveled green and white garment that he had worn the day before, a garment that was torn and dirtied from the arduous and violent conflicts he had engaged in throughout the day. He wouldn’t represent Ripken well in appearance, but he hoped that his success in the tournament would overcome his clothing shortcomings.


  Tewks arrived soon thereafter, preceding Lord Ripken, who arrived with a dozen guards and supporters. Ripken took up a position in the elegant stands, and waved to Kestrel.


  Other noble members of the court arrived, and then Exmoor came, surrounded by a large entourage of his own guards. Kestrel looked away from Exmoor and happened to look upwards towards the sky, where the looming comet hung, clearly visible even in the daylight, an omen of evil that Kestrel dismissed, for he felt confident that luck was with him on this day.


  After Exmoor Kestrel was startled to see Count Stelten arrive, attended by Moorin and Ruelin, as well as several others, and then loud applause began to rise in the distance, and moved closer as the royal family approached. Kestrel watched all those around him bow towards the royals, and he joined in the bow as the procession crossed the competition field and entered their viewing box.


  “Kestrel! Kestrel!” Aurelia called from the box, her voice loud and clear, broadcasting across the field. “Come over here Kestrel!” she shouted.


  “He’s the one papa,” she told her father the king as Kestrel approached and stood in front of the royal box. “He saved me from Exmoor’s kidnappers, and he healed me of the illness.”


  “You’re one of Ripken’s men?” the king asked.


  “Yes, your majesty,” Kestrel spoke slowly and tried to minimize his accent.


  “He’s a good man, a true supporter of the kingdom’s best interest,” Kestrel said.


  “Kestrel, come over here,’ Aurelia asked. She was standing at the end of the royal box, right next to Stelten’s box, and as Kestrel approached her he came to stand within just a few feet of the silent Moorin as well.


  Aurelia bent low over the railing towards Kestrel, and when he stepped forward towards her, she put her arms around him and kissed him soundly on the lips. “That’s for giving me the most amazing night of my life last night!” she told him as she broke the clinch. “Now go win the tournament so I can congratulate you!” she said with a smile.


  Kestrel’s eyes darted to the side, to see Moorin watching him, and then deliberately turning her back to him. With a sigh of confusion, and less confidence than he had felt before, Kestrel turned and walked back to his spot on the firing line.


  All the competitors were in place, nearly fifty in all it appeared to Kestrel. He held on to his bow, and felt his confidence start to return as his fingers gripped the wood stock that seemed carved specifically for him. “All competitors prepare,” the judge advised. “There will be ten arrows, and half the field will be dismissed at that point. There will be ten more arrows, and half the remaining field will be dismissed, so that the remaining competitors will have ten final arrows to win the title.


  “Raise your arrows,” he called loudly, having explained the rules.


  There was a rustling of sleeves as arms came into position, and then silently locked into readiness.


  ‘Release,” the judge spoke the one word, making it seem anticlimactic, while there was a sudden whisking of the dozens of arrows that left the bows of their shooters and flew towards the targets set fifty yards away.


  Kestrel’s arrow flew through the air along with the rest of the swarm of shafts. He pulled put his second arrow and shot it before the first had even struck the target, then pulled out another, and as he looked at the target and fired the third, he saw that the first two arrows were already quivering in their spots inside the center of the target.


  He grinned. The bow seemed to bring out some inexplicable confidence that caused him to fire every arrow with a cavalier expectation of success, and the expectations were being borne out. He fired the third arrow then pulled out the fourth, and fired and pulled the fifth and fired.


  Every arrow was in the center of the target. He was halfway done with the first round of the contest, and he felt that he could hit any target he wanted. He looked up at the comet and momentarily imagined knocking it from the sky, and then he looked at the grim-faced Exmoor sitting in his box on the side, and he considered sending an arrow towards the ruthless miner. He looked at Ripken’s stand and saw Tewks grinning with delight.


  Princess Aurelia waved at him as his gaze shifted, then he saw Ruelin scowl at him, and he turned back to the contest at hand. He felt reckless now, and fired two more arrows to nearly fill his center spot. Other competitors were struggling to keep pace; none had shot six arrows yet, let along seven, and only one other competitor had placed four arrows in the center of her own target.


  Kestrel pulled out two arrows at once, curious if he could hit the center with both. As a boy and a young member of the guard, he had competed with others in shooting trick shots, and Kestrel felt that his two-arrows shot was usually the best trick he could achieve, but he’d never placed both arrows in the center – or even close – before. Always in earlier efforts, he’d been satisfied to make both arrows hit the target itself. Today though, he was so sure of the way the bow and he meshed that he felt a better outcome was possible.


  He had time, and he took it. He carefully aimed, then minutely adjusted the arrows, and twitched his fingers to hold them against the string just right, working with exact precision to distribute the weight of each arrow that he held in place awkwardly, and when he was confident that he could do nothing more to improve his chances, he released his fingers, then stood as still as a statute and watched the two arrows fly away. They seemed to be flying at half speed; they remained one atop the other, their fletching almost rubbing against each other as they sped through the air, while Kestrel remained focused on them, observing them shrink in size as they moved away from him, until they came to a sudden stop, and he realized that they had reached the target.


  One was in the center, while the other was a finger’s breadth below it. A murmur ran through the crowd that was watching, a rolling soft noise that grew louder, and then evolved into small, separate smatterings of applause that merged with each other to become a round of ovation. Even some of the other competitors were speaking softly to each other, pointing at Kestrel or clapping.


  He had one last arrow left, and Kestrel held it to his bow string, then fired another bullseye to finish his first ten arrows and complete the first phase of the competition. He rested his bow on the ground and watched placidly as the other contestants fired their final shots.


  “We’ll take a brief pause to allow those who are going to remain to go fetch their arrows, and to allow those who are leaving to clear the field,” the judge shouted. Kestrel walked forward and pulled his arrows out, listening and nodding appreciatively to those on either side who spoke to him.


  When he returned to his spot at the line he looked left and right and saw the gaping holes where so many competitors had been withdrawn from the contest. He looked over and saw that Exmoor had already vacated his place among the stands. Aurelia and Tewks both waved to him, while Moorin and her father were engaged in a conversation when he looked in their box.


  “Contestants, prepare for the second round,” the judge announced.


  Kestrel took up an arrow. He would not show off in this round, he told himself; he’d simply fire his arrows and await the next round, the finals of the two days of competition. Upon the signal, he fired his first arrow, then calmly picked up a second arrow. He proceeded to shoot each arrow methodically, slowing down the pace he had used in the first round, without suffering any adverse effects. Each of his ten arrows found the bullseye again, and he stood to wait patiently until the last arrow was fired by the other contestants.


  “We will take a half hour break to allow the contestants to refresh themselves,” the judge announced, as the archers went to their targets to pull their arrows free.


  “Kestrel!” he heard his name called, and turned to see Tewks calling him over to Lord Ripken’s stand.


  As he walked over towards the stands, he saw Aurelia and Moorin talking with one another, leaning over the railing between their stands as they intently discussed some matter, then Aurelia pointed towards Kestrel, and he saw Moorin’s head jerk back in reaction.


  “You honor us greatly by wearing our colors,” Lord Ripken said as Kestrel arrived at his stand.


  “You deserve to be honored, my lord,” Kestrel replied. “I’ve heard many good things said about you and your influence on the kingdom.


  “Tewks,” Kestrel turned to the boy, “this bow feels better than any other bow I’ve ever held. It makes me think I could make any shot I needed to. Thank you for delivering it to me. Where did it come from?”


  “I found it,” the boy said with embarrassment. “Last night I was walking past the temple of Kere, and it was just lying on the walk. There was no one around to claim it, so I stood there, and no one came to get it, and I decided to bring it for you.


  “And it’s worked pretty well, hasn’t it?” the boy confidently asked.


  “It has worked extremely well,” Kestrel agreed.


  “Kestrel!” the princess called from nearby.


  “We’ll see you after you win the championship,” Ripken said. “You better go see what your royal friend desires.”


  “Kestrel, Moorin tells me that you were at her party last night and were quite a fighter there!” Aurelia spoke to him as soon as he arrived.


  “I didn’t hurt anyone,” Kestrel immediately interjected, as the two women faced him.


  “Not physically,” Moorin calmly agreed.


  “We’ll be seeing Lady Moorin and her fiancé off after this competition ends,” Aurelia said. “Would you care to join us in bidding the happy couple a safe journey on their way to their marriage at Seafare?”


  Kestrel looked from Aurelia to Moorin. “You are certain that you’ll do this, Moorin?”


  “Kestrel! What kind of a question is that?” Aurelia asked.


  “You are no gentleman,” Moorin spoke in a low voice. “You draw my attention in a way that I cannot explain, and you seek to insinuate yourself into my life and destroy this relationship I am pledged to enter.”


  “Is something wrong?” Ruelin re-entered Count Stelten’s stand and came over to stand next Moorin.


  “No, nothing,” she answered curtly.


  “Contestants, return to the line for the final round,” the judge called. Kestrel’s eyes flickered from Moorin to Aurelia to Moorin, then he turned without another word and walked over to his spot on the line.


  There were twelve finalists left. They had closed up the ranks, so that there were fewer gaps between the archers who stood at attention. Kestrel stood impatiently, distracted by the comments Moorin had made.


  “Raise your bows,” the judge called, and Kestrel prepared his arrow then raised his bow.


  “Release,” the judge said again, and the arrows began to fly.


  Kestrel felt the connection with the bow, the bow that also seemed to have some implied relationship with Kere. Kere’s bow was custom-made for him, enhancing and fulfilling the utmost degree of ability he had, making him an unbeatable champion with the bow.


  And in the same way, he sensed, Kere’s prophecy for him, the prophecy that he must rescue Moorin, must also be specifically made for him, a forecast of his future that was directly created to point his life in a direction he would have to go.


  He released his first arrow, and glanced over at the stand, where he saw Moorin and Ruelin and Stelten being escorted from their stand by their servants. They were leaving already, and seeing their exit gave Kestrel pause. He might have to give up on rescuing Moorin in Kirevee; his destined rescue of her might be an event that would happen later, perhaps at Seafare, perhaps somewhere else. Maybe he was still destined to fight against Uniontown and win that campaign. It might have been a mistake to come to the Northern Forest, he began to realize; in making the northern journey he might have acted on his own volition and not according to the timing that fate had predetermined for him.


  He focused his eyes on the end of the field where the targets stood, and saw that those around him had fired several arrows while he had been contemplating Moorin. He gave a grunt and grabbed an arrow, then fired it, and another, and another. All his shots were smooth, and in the center of the target again. Despite his distraction, despite his hurry, the bow made every shot good, and he realized that it was truly a gift from Kere; the goddess herself must have placed the bow in front of her temple, where Tewks would find it and deliver it to him.


  Thank you, my goddess, he silently prayed, then shot another arrow, and another. He had fired six arrows, and was back on pace with the other contestants. No one else had placed every shot in the center as he had, and he redoubled his focus on the target to ensure that his last four shots were perfect. He stopped after the last shot, and slung the bow over his shoulder, then waited for the other competitors to finish their last arrows.


  Kestrel was soon presented to the royal box as the grand champion of the tournament. The king and queen looked upon him with kindly gazes, while Princess Aurelia grinned at him. He was surprised to see that Prince York was absent from the box, but had no time to ask any questions as the King lauded his victory and called upon him to attend the victory banquet that evening in the palace.


  When he was dismissed he went over to Ripken’s stand. “Where have Count Stelten and his group gone?” Kestrel asked. “Where did Exmoor go?” Although no one knew, they promised to find out.


  Dissatisfied, and with time to spare before the banquet began in one of the grand halls of the palace, Kestrel walked back to the tower where he nominally had a room, and he rode a lift upwards to the eleventh floor, there he found the imps idling away their time in the late afternoon, but he found Lucretia socializing with them as well.


  “Congratulations on your victory,” Stillwater saluted Kestrel when he arrived at the apartment. “The Lady Lucretia tells us that you were unbeatable in the competition.”


  “Were you there?” Kestrel asked in surprise.


  “I was, but I wasn’t a guest in any of the privileged boxes that you stared at so often,” she replied. “I sat with the minor nobility, and listened to the gossip about you, and the hero-worship.”


  “Several folks left early. Do you know why?” Kestrel chose to ignore her invitation to ask questions about the gossip he had generated.


  “Exmoor left early, probably because he came to realize that the appearance of the princess meant that his actions yesterday were going to be made known to the king, who would be most displeased about an attack on his daughter,” Lucretia answered. “He’s probably running for his life right about now.


  “And Count Stelten left so that he and his daughter and future son-in-law, presumably,” she paused, and watched for Kestrel’s reaction, then continued on when he said nothing, “might begin their journey to their port on the west coast, where Ruelin’s ship is waiting to carry them away to Seafare tomorrow. They’ll ride quite a ways today, and further tomorrow, then Moorin and Ruelin will board the ship and sail away to their wedded bliss.” She stopped and waited for Kestrel to say more.


  “Friend Kestrel, may we leave this place now that your competition is over?” Odare asked. “We would like to see more and do more.”


  “Take them to the banquet with you!” Lucretia sat up straight, excited at the thought. “Think about the impact you would make and the stir you’d cause. And since they’re the ones who carried Aurelia to the spring to be healed, she’ll recognize them and vouch for them and the king will love them! Oh do it Kestrel!”


  “If you’ll go as my escort, then the imps can come too,” Kestrel replied. He realized that he would actually appreciate having Lucretia by his side for a ceremonial occasion like the banquet, where she would know what to do and what to say. And Aurelia would be grateful to the imps, he knew, and they did deserve something better than sitting caged in a small apartment. They were warriors; they had been assigned to accompany him and assist him through battles, and few of their actions in recent weeks had actually been battles.


  “Why, how gallant!” Lucretia answered. “Of course I’ll be your companion for the banquet tonight. Just let me go upstairs and put on something decent. I’ll be right back. Odare,” she called to the female imp, “would you like to help me pick something out?”


  Soon after, Kestrel and Lucretia and their bodyguard of imps strolled across the palace grounds, drawing stares and shouts all along their route. And by the end of the evening’s festivities, after the imps were recognized by Aurelia and introduced to the full crowd at the banquet, while Kestrel was honored as the champion of the tournament, and awarded a large purse of gold coins, they were all invited to join the royal party for the following day’s trip to the coast to bid farewell to their departing cousin, Moorin.


  That evening, as they strolled back to their tower in the moonlight, Kestrel asked Lucretia why Prince York had been absent from the banquet. “He is believed to have slipped out with Exmoor,” she told him. “If that proves to be true, then the king will be furious. He’s already sent several guards up to Exmoor’s castle to find out where the miner is.”


  “Good night Lucretia,” Kestrel told the elf maiden as they stood at the lifts, ready to ride up to their apartments above. “Thank you for helping me through this evening,” he said sincerely, for she had cued him on when to stand and when to bow and when to do numerous other things.


  “You be good tomorrow on the trip to the port. Do you need for me to come watch over you?” she asked.


  “No, I should be able to manage the trip,” he said.


  “Are you going to stir up more trouble? Will you try to break up Moorin from her fiancé again?” she pressed him firmly.


  “I don’t know,” he hung his head. “I’m at a loss. I know the goddess told me I’d rescue Moorin, but there doesn’t seem to be anything she wants to be rescued from.”


  “So you’re going to quietly ride there, see her off, then ride back here with the royals? And then what will you do?” Lucretia asked.


  “I’ve been asking myself the same question,” Kestrel said softly. “I think I’ll go back to Graylee. I have friends and a purpose there, I think.”


  “Oh Kestrel, I’ll miss you if you go. You’ve only been here among us for what, three days now, and look at all you’ve stirred up!” Lucretia told him. She pressed him onto one of the rising platforms, then stepped on with him as it climbed towards the ceiling. “Shall I come visit you in Graylee someday?”


  “Wait until Graylee’s war is settled down, and then just come back to the Eastern Forest to see me. That way I can translate your accent for the elves there!” he laughed.


  “We’ll work on that idea,” she agreed. “Here’s your floor; come see me when you return from the coast. Good night, Kestrel,” she told him as she gave him a quick kiss, then a soft prod to hop off the platform. He skipped onto his floor, watched her rise out of sight, and then he and the imps returned to the apartment set aside for him, and he slept soundly through the night.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 17 – Saying Farewell to Moorin


  


  Kestrel rose early in the morning and was accompanied by the imps as he strolled to the stables. He found Tewks there waiting for him. “Lord Ripken thought you should have a squire with you to run your errands, so I volunteered,” the boy explained.


  They rode with the other elves from the palace, an experience that reminded Kestrel anew of the difference between the nations of elves. No other elves that Kestrel knew in the Eastern Forest, except for those at the spy training facility at Firheng, ever rode horses. The paths were not pocked with hoof prints, and the stables were not to be found in the east either.


  The imps were the highlight of the trip, floating near Kestrel usually, occasionally straying forward or backward and relishing the attention they drew. After the first few hours of their novelty wore off, and they no longer were applauded and called by the various members of the cavalcade to come be seen, they settled into prolonged visits with Kestrel and Tewks, and with Princess Aurelia, who invited them into the carriage she shared with her mother.


  “Kestrel friend, it seems that Aurelia has provided a suitable means for our travel. Could you not arrange something similar on a regular basis?” Canyon asked him when they were stopped for the midday meal, more than halfway to their destination.


  “You would think so, wouldn’t you, my friend?” Kestrel replied. “But you wouldn’t want to be spoiled, or lose the warrior mentality that you have, so as a favor to you I’ll refrain from any future carriages.”


  With a dumbfounded look on his face, the imp turned and floated away to where servants were spreading out a banquet table of food. As everyone sat and partook of their feast, a messenger came galloping up on a fast horse, and delivered a message to Lord Ripken, who listened gravely, then went to the king and whispered in his ear. The two of then conversed at length, before standing and urging the others to finish their meals. “The servants will clean up after us, but we ought to hasten on to meet the travelers at the docks,” Ripken said.


  They resumed their journey, and the gentle rolling terrain they had passed began to grow rougher, slowing their progress as the horses had to climb steeper hills, while the forest around then seemed to take on a darker complexion.


  Stillwater floated rapidly back from the carriage to where Kestrel rode not too far behind. “Kestrel friend, Princess Aurelia dear heart told us that the messenger for the king told them that the evil one,” he paused.


  “Exmoor?” Tewks supplied the forgotten name.


  “Yes, Exmoor has not gone to his home but has gone to his own ships, the ones he uses to carry his gold to other nations, and he has set sail away from this land. And the prince, Aurelia’s foolish brother, has gone with him,” the imp completed his report.


  “Poor Aurelia,” Kestrel softly moaned, knowing the anguish she would feel at the defection of her brother.


  “She is most sad,” Stillwater agreed. “But we will be at the place of ships for her beautiful friend’s departure very soon, once we are past these hills in just a few more miles, and she will be happier then, we are sure.”


  Stillwater returned to the carriage, and the journey continued on uneventfully for several more miles, then crested a hill, beyond which the Great Sea suddenly came into view, with a tidy harbor just a short distance away and below them. The road they were upon descended in a series of gradual switchbacks and the royal entourage arrived in the small village without event.


  There was a large ship docked in the harbor, and numerous people milling about on the pier where the ship was tied. Kestrel recognized Moorin, her father and her betrothed all waiting aboard the ship, and they walked back to the pier upon the arrival of the king’s party. As they did, there was a sudden dimming in the sky above, then a flashing brightness, and then the illumination returned to normal, as though nothing had happened.


  Murmurs and a few shrieks arose throughout the village in response to the unnatural phenomena. “What happened Kestrel?” Tewks asked in a quavering voice.


  “I don’t know my friend. I don’t know,” he answered softly as he held a hand overhead to shield his eyes as he searched the sky overhead. There were no clouds present, and the comet was far in the western sky, preparing to set before the sun. Killcen came racing back.


  “That was one of the changes of the sun we have been telling you about!” he said excitedly. “None of us have ever known them to change the light of the world before! It must have been the great mother of all problems in the sun.”


  “Are you all safe?” Kestrel asked.


  “We are safe, and all of you are safe, but trying to travel after such an event would be very problematic. We are glad we do not have to try to carry you anywhere today,” the imp answered.


  “Will there be more?” Kestrel asked.


  “We cannot say. That may have been the last for all we know, the end of the troubles,” Killcen answered, then returned to the other imps as Kestrel and Tewks dismounted from their horses. Tewks held the reins as Kestrel joined the other guests and approached the pier front.


  “I thank you all for coming,” Count Stelten said, “to join me in the mixed blessing of seeing my beautiful daughter leave behind her life under my roof, to start her new life as a married woman.


  “What strange event is this?” he gasped, catching sight of the imps who floated near where Kestrel and Aurelia stood.


  “These are Kestrel’s friends and companions,” the queen spoke up. “Aurelia, you and Kestrel must take the blue ones to the front for our friends to meet.”


  The princess glanced at Kestrel, who nodded his head after looking at the imps, and the small knot pressed across the pier and came to stand with Stelten, Moorin and Ruelin.


  “She is the one, Kestrel friend?” Odare asked loudly, motioning towards Moorin.


  He blushed, and nodded his head.


  “What one is she, my lord?” Count Stelten asked. “What does this jolly blue being know of my daughter?”


  “She,” Kestrel stuttered, then started again, “I had a vision of your daughter,” he looked at her momentarily, then at Ruelin, then back to Stelten. “I was following that vision when I came to Kirevee.”


  Ruelin harrumphed, and Moorin blushed in turn. “They’re such wonderful creatures to see,” Moorin spoke about the imps, seeking to gracefully deflect the awkward moment.


  “Well, you and they are here just in time to see our formal betrothal ceremony at the pier before this happy couple departs,” Stelten moved the conversation onward.


  Kestrel, Aurelia, and the imps moved back away from the others, and rejoined the crowd. “I’m sorry about that, Kestrel,” the princess told him in a kindly voice.


  “Why are they having a betrothal ceremony now? Aren’t they already engaged?” he asked.


  “They are going to be traveling together in intimate circumstances on board that ship for several days,” Aurelia answered delicately. “So this allows them to travel in such a fashion before the formal wedding,” she explained, making Kestrel blush. “Moorin insisted on the ceremony before she would share a cabin with Ruelin.”


  A priest from the local temple of Morph, the elven god of speed, presided over the short ceremony, as Ruelin and Moorin stood with clasped hands, responded to questions, and made pledges. And then it was time to depart.


  The newly betrothed couple stood together as their guests went through a line saying farewell and wishing them a prosperous future.


  “Safe travels, my lord,” Kestrel said awkwardly to Ruelin as he reached him in the receiving line. Ruelin ungraciously grunted a response, and Kestrel stepped over to Moorin.


  He stared at the flawless beauty of her face, as her eyes turned to him. “Someday I will be called on to rescue you, I believe it,” he spoke softly, desperately wishing that she was looking forward to a wedding with him instead of with the prince of Seafare.


  “And I hope that I never need to be rescued,” she answered evenly, then turned to the next person who approached her, freezing Kestrel out of any further conversation.


  Kestrel moved on in stunned silence, then walked away without looking back at the woman who was fated to be in his future, though she clearly despised him in the present. A few minutes later he stood next to Aurelia and watched the Seafare ship throw off its lines and begin to gently move away from its dock. It unfurled more and more sails as it gained the center of the harbor, and began to pick up speed as it approached the harbor’s mouth. White foamy water appeared along its bow as it began to cut cleanly through the sea that provided its pathway to its home.


  There was a sudden, strong, and sustained gust of wind that hit the backs of the bystanders who stood on land watching the ship. Aurelia grabbed onto Kestrel to steady herself, while he reached out to hold the queen upright as the whipping breeze nearly blew her over. Out at sea he saw the ship buck and rear, then jump forward with increased speed as the wind was caught in its sail and propelled it forward.


  Kestrel turned. He looked away from the ship that carried Moorin away, and back towards the hills that framed the harbor. The sky was clear of any sign of storms. “I’m ready to go,” he muttered to himself, feeling that his journey to Kirevee had ended with failure in Moorin’s dismissal and departure.


  “We all need to be going,” the king agreed, not understanding Kestrel’s motivation. “It will be a long journey back to the palace this afternoon. We won’t arrive home until after sunset.”


  “Stillwater, can you take me back to Graylee?” Kestrel asked the imp.


  “The conditions are not good, Kestrel friend. The sun makes the journey rough and unpredictable,” the imp answered reluctantly.


  Kestrel thought about Ruelin, on-board the ship with Moorin, now in sole and rightful possession of the right to claim her as his own. It was a position that Kestrel still felt he was fated to be in at some point, and he felt upset, bereft of something that he knew was rightfully his. It should be him on that ship with Moorin, he told himself.


  “I have to leave here. I have to see a different place,” Kestrel told Stillwater. “If you believe it is possible, I ask you to take me back to Graylee. Let me go visit Picco and find out what is happening in Graylee. Maybe it’s time to return to battle there against Namber and his forces.”


  “Why don’t you let one of us go back and receive a report from the humans of Graylee, and then come back here and tell you?” the imp countered, clearly uneasy about transporting Kestrel through the uncertain ether.


  “I need to leave this place, Stillwater,” Kestrel said simply.


  “So be it, my friend,” Stillwater surrendered.


  “Aurelia, your majesties, Tewks, Lord Ripken, my time to visit the North Forest has come to an end. I am fortunate to have met you all, and I hope I can come back some day to visit you again,” he turned and spoke to the others who were preparing for their own departure. “My friends the imps will be taking me from here back to Graylee.”


  “Oh Kestrel, you can’t be serious!” Tewks cried out. “We were going to have such a great time around the court. I have all kinds of adventures planned!”


  Kestrel smiled at the boy, while he reached up to the horse he had ridden and pulled down the enchanted bow that had come from Kere’s temple. “I have no doubt that you will enjoy a great many adventures without me, just different ones. You were a good friend and guide, Tewks, thank you.


  “And thank you all. May the gods continue to protect you and bless you,” he said as the imps pressed up snuggly against him. And then he was gone.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 18 – Kestrel’s Injury


  


  The transition to the grey nothingness between worlds was rough from the very beginning of the journey. Kestrel felt as though he was being physically buffeted in the dimension where nothing physical existed. There were flashes of light where there had only been dark grayness before, and the silence of the space was replaced with a very high-pitched whine. The experience was the worst he had ever been subjected to, and Kestrel began to wish that he hadn’t forced the imps to make this journey; he hoped they were not feeling the same unpleasantness that he was, and he hoped they were going to be able to complete the journey, as it seemed to drag on and on and on.


  He wondered if he was going to die, and realized that if he did, he would have lived his short life without achieving the one thing he knew he most wanted deep down in the pit of his soul – to have a relationship with Moorin, to be the man who she had given her heart to. If only he had been on the ship with Moorin, instead of Ruelin being the man there, none of the pain would have been necessary, he thought to himself, and then he passed out.


  Moments later the imps arrived in the upper-floor room of Creata and Picco’s home, and the unconscious Kestrel slumped onto the bed there.


  “Help, help! We need help!” all the imps called as loudly as they could, and a maid timidly pressed the door open and looked in the room. It was Elise, the servant who Kestrel had saved from assault by the guards of the former prince, and she immediately recognized Kestrel.


  “Oh heavens! Lady Picco! Come quick!” she shouted as she entered the room. She ran over to where Kestrel lay and examined him closely, then straightened his figure on the bed, trying to make him more comfortable. Moments later Picco entered the room curiously, and saw the imps and Kestrel.


  “What is it? What’s happened?” she asked as she rushed across the room and knelt next to Elise.


  “Wounded Kestrel friend wanted to come here, he wanted to see you, his heart was broken, but the trip was bad, the sun had made our ways of travel unpredictable. It was the worst trip any of us have ever taken,” Odare answered in a nearly hysterical rambling explanation, pressing against Picco for comfort as she spoke. “And there was something else at work, some energy that we do not know struck us like a bolt of lightning.”


  “Is he going to be okay?” Picco asked. “Kestrel?” she called tentatively, brushing her fingers through his hair gently.


  There was no response, and she called again, but still there was no response. “Let’s get him undressed and comfortably in bed,” she decided. As Elise began to remove Kestrel’s boots, Picco began to remove his shirt, then stopped. “Look at this!” she gasped, as she saw the gorgeous design that was embroidered across his torso. “This is a work of art!”


  After a pause of examination they proceeded to get him between the blankets. “Odare, would you go to the palace and find Wren? Tell her we need a skin of the water from the healing spring,” Picco directed.


  The female imp flew out the window, and Picco sat disconsolately down on the edge of the bed, looking at Kestrel and worrying about his health.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 19 – At Sea


  


  Kestrel’s mind wandered through a series of inexplicable dreams of friends and promises and ships and prophecies. He finally felt himself start to return to consciousness, and the first awareness he had was when he heard a woman’s voice speaking to him.


  “I never thought things would turn so grim so quickly,” he vaguely heard the voice say. He opened his eyes and saw only misty shapes in a dim room.


  “You’re awake!” he heard the voice rise. “He’s awake!”


  “Keep him calm, ma’am,” another voice said from some distance.


  He had a vague recollection of having been with the imps, and then nothing. He had, he had, he had wanted to leave the North Forest and the memory of Moorin, and he had wanted to return to Graylee; Graylee, a human city, of all places, was the place he had chosen to go to for comfort.


  “Picco?” Kestrel called.


  “They’re attacking, my lady. We couldn’t outrun them,” the distant voice called.


  Kestrel sat up, suddenly awake, his soul jolted by the report of an attack. He felt heavy; his body seemed to have lost energy and quickness, or perhaps it felt as though it were encased in heavy, gripping mud.


  He rubbed his eyes clear and looked.


  And he saw Moorin sitting upon a small stool in a tiny dark room. She was sitting next to the narrow bunk he was resting upon.


  “What dream is this? I thought I woke up!” Kestrel cried.


  Moorin looked at him. “You’ve been unconscious for three days, since not long after we boarded the ship,” she said. “No one had any explanation for why you collapsed, and nothing has roused you until now,” her voice was as thrilling as ever, but without warmth towards him. Yet also without the chill he had last heard her use to address him.


  He looked and behind her he saw the bow that Tewks had given him. It was a dream, it was clearly all a dream, a strange inexplicable vision.


  “They’ll board us in two minutes,” a voice called. Kestrel struggled to stand up, knocked his head on a low beam, and reached for his bow and arrows.


  “Lie down Ruelin. There’s nothing you can do,” Moorin said.


  He looked at her in shock, then opened the door and staggered out. He was on a ship. He had sensed it, but there was a sudden roll that confirmed it. Kestrel grabbed hold of a door frame to steady himself, then darted up a steep set of stairs and burst out into the bright deck of a ship at sea. The members of the crew were desperately trying to steer the ship away from another vessel on the right, while also avoiding a second that was on the left and ahead of them. The two ships were shepherding and converging upon the ship he was on. It was the most vivid dream he had ever experienced.


  “Good to see you up, my lord,” an officer said.


  “What’s the situation?” Kestrel asked.


  “They’ve been chasing us for two days, and when our foremast broke this morning, they caught us. Now it’s just a matter of minutes,” the officer said.


  “Who is it? What do they want? Are they pirates?” Kestrel remembered the false Moorin’s tale of being captured at sea by pirates.


  The officer laughed bitterly. “I’d call them pirates sure enough, if I lived to tell anyone. They’re both ships from Exmoor’s fleet,” he said.


  “Which is the more immediate danger to us?” Kestrel asked, looking up at the masts to judge where he should climb.


  “The one coming up on the starboard side is going to be the one to board and ruin us,” the officer said.


  Kestrel leapt up into the ropes that rose along the mast. Or he tried to leap, but his legs were weak, and he grabbed hold of the ropes just inches above the deck. Without taking time to consider the pitiful performance of his limbs – he had just risen from a three day coma, he told himself – he climbed up to where the mainyard crossed, then turned and settled into place. He pulled his first arrow out, and griped the smooth stock of the blessed bow, then squinted as he looked at the looming attacker.


  A boarding party was lined along the near side, two dozen men or more, looking brutish and prepared to wreak violence upon the occupants of Kestrel’s ship. Kestrel aimed his arrow at the apparent leader of the boarders, then fired. The bow felt as sweet as ever, and Kestrel saw the man plunge over the railing and into the sea, a startled look on his face.


  Kestrel pulled out another arrow and aimed at the man who was at the wheel. The man was at the far end of the ship, a fuzzier sight than he should have been, and Kestrel took a long second to squint and be sure his aim was true, then released his arrow. He pulled another, and saw the man at the wheel topple over, and without waiting, Kestrel fired at another member of the boarding party. Then he fired at another and another and another.


  The ships drew slightly apart, as the lack of anyone to steer the attacker caused it to drift off course, and Kestrel used the time to fire at a man who appeared to be an officer, and then shot three more members of the boarding party.


  The other members of the boarding party recognized the danger they were unexpectedly exposed to, and scrambled away from the railing, taking refuge behind the masts or plunging down through hatches, as the boat resumed its course towards capture of its damaged quarry. There were men up in the masts, even with him or higher, working the sails of the other ship, and Kestrel began to shoot at them, then stopped after watching his first two targets falling sickeningly to the sea below. The other men on the yards were all sliding down ropes looking for safety, and so Kestrel fired at the new man who had taken the spot at the wheel, then fired another arrow at another officer.


  “I need more arrows!” he shouted at the men below. His quiver was nearly empty now.


  “Here they come my lord! You’re winning! They’re going to run, but the other ship’s coming in now,” a sailor said as he climbed up the mast and handed a fresh supply of shafts to Kestrel.


  “Thanks,” Kestrel grunted as he quickly spun around to begin to fire in the other direction, then dropped the new quiver of arrows as he lost his balance and started to fall. He grabbed hold of the mast, shocked by his clumsiness. “Please hand those up again,” he called as he settled into his new posture.


  The ship ahead of them was reducing sail and slowing down, letting Kestrel’s ship catch up to it. He lifted the quiver of recovered arrows that was handed up to him, and began sighting the next opponent, trying to account for the difference in the wind he would be shooting with instead of against.


  “What’s happening?” he heard Moorin’s voice call down below. He looked down and saw her standing at the top of the stairs, looking up at him.


  “His lordship’s turned into a one-man force of destruction!” an officer told her. “He just single-handedly destroyed the crew of the first attacker.”


  The next ship was approaching rapidly as Kestrel’s ship sailed towards them, driven by the wind.


  “Bring her around a bit. Give me a clearer shot!” he called out to the man at his own helm, then looked at Moorin, who was looking up at him with her jaw hanging open.


  He grinned at her, feeling the joy of battle upon him, then turned, aimed at the apparent leader of the planned boarding party, and released his arrow.


  The two ships were further apart than the two ships had been in the last encounter, but Kestrel had the wind behind him now, giving his arrows assistance as they flew through the air, so he was able to begin his battle for freedom sooner. He sent arrow after arrow into the air, dropping armed men onto the deck or into the ocean. Consternation began to take hold of the attackers, no longer licking their chops over the expected plunder they thought they were entitled to.


  Kestrel saw the officers lined along a railing on the forecastle, and he adjusted his aim. His ship bucked a large wave, and he grabbed hold of the mast again, then took aim again, and released a flurry of arrows as quickly as possible, so that four officers all fell forward over the railing nearly simultaneously and hit the deck below. The helmsman at the wheel came into sight as the other ship turned slightly, and Kestrel aimed for him, then shot an arrow at a deckhand trying to help the fallen officers, then fired at a man up in the sails, then shot at the replacement who tried to take control of the wheel as it spun out of control and the enemy ship began to drift.


  “Can you get us away from here?” Kestrel shouted to his own men.


  “Yes my lord. We’ll start limping toward freedom now. They won’t try to chase us anymore,” one of his own ship’s officers replied.


  “Let’s give Prince Ruelin three shouts men!” the officer called. “Hip, Hip, Hip, Hoorah!” and his cheering was followed by a throaty roar of every other man on the ship, all astonished by the display of archery skill.


  Kestrel sat atop the yardarm, stunned by the name given to him. Moorin had called him Ruelin in the cabin, and he had dismissed the name, but now a whole deckful of men were cheering him by the same name, the name that wasn’t his, the name that he despised possibly more than any other name he knew.


  The ship began to turn, to make a wide, sweeping adjustment to its course, and they passed by their former attacker, now lying dead in the water, its decks empty of men as they all hid from the deadly arrows that they feared would fly from Kestrel’s ship. Kestrel sat on the yardarm and watched the ship as they passed it, and he tried to make sense of all that was happening.


  He had left the North Forest within a circle of imps, and the journey had been a difficult one. And that was all he remembered until he woke up – three days later according to Moorin. And now here he was, being called Ruelin.


  “Aren’t you going to come down now?” Moorin stood at the foot of the mast he had climbed, and he looked straight down at her, her gorgeous face and her dark golden hair, and he was at a loss to understand what he should do.


  “I’ll stay here a little longer in case they come after us again,” he demurred returning to her for the moment. He needed time to think, to analyze, to understand if he could.


  “Stillwater, Stillwater, Stillwater,” he called softly and waited.


  “Odare, Canyon,” he called. “Killcen?” he mournfully added the fourth name as none of the others appeared.


  He hadn’t been able to leap up into the mast the way he had expected to. He hadn’t been able to see as clearly as he should have. His body was displaying none of the best features of his elven heritage, except that he could shoot a bow with uncanny precision, but that was perhaps the ability of the bow, not his own ability. He might very well be in Ruelin’s body, he realized, if such an impossible thing was possible. His hand went carefully to his ear, and his fingertips traced the rounded curves that were pure human stock. There were no elven points on his ears.


  Kestrel gave a howl of confusion and mourning and fear.


  “Ruelin? What’s wrong?” Moorin’s voice called to him again, as she approached the mast again.


  “I’m not well Moorin,” he said haltingly. “I’m,” he paused, “Something’s wrong.”


  “Come down and let me check you. You’ve just risen from a coma and performed an impossibly heroic feat; I’m not surprised you’re suffering some reaction,” she told him. “But you’ll feel better. I’ll give you what you’ve been demanding ever since you arrived in the Eastern Forest, so just come on down and come to our cabin.”


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 20 – Strange Identity


  


  Picco and Wren and Creata and Phillip all sat at a table in the palace, with the four imps hovering above their shoulders.


  “He insists he’s not Kestrel,” Philip repeated. “He says he’s the prince of Seafare.”


  “He isn’t Kestrel,” Picco confirmed. “He doesn’t have the gracefulness. He doesn’t have the memories or the abilities. He’s a nice man, but he’s not Kestrel.”


  “But how can he be in Kestrel’s body?” Philip asked. “And where is Kestrel?”


  “If he is here in Kestrel’s body, we have to believe Kestrel is in his body,” Creata answered. “And according to Ruelin, his body is on a ship sailing in the Great Sea from the North Forest to Seafare.”


  “We were in the North Forest for several days with Kestrel,” Canyon confirmed. “And we went with Kestrel friend to watch a ship sail away. I do not remember what humans and elves were sailing on it though.”


  “But that was when Kestrel became so anxious to use our ability to travel back to here, and so we made the terrible trip,” Stillwater took up the narrative. “It felt very bad. We all know we felt unusual energies on the trip.”


  The conversation continued on as the friends tried to piece the facts together. “He’s astonished by the whole thing. He likes Kestrel’s body,” Picco said. Believing that the person who had arrived unconscious was Kestrel, she had maintained a constant vigil beside his unconscious body for three days until he had suddenly woken for no apparent reason. “The elven body climbs and runs faster than his human body, he says. But he wants his own body back,” she added hastily.


  “So his body is on a ship, bound for Seafare, and we presume that Kestrel’s soul is in that body, while his soul is here, in Kestrel’s body?” Philip asked.


  “Correct,” Wren agreed.


  “Can you imps confirm that? Can you go to Kestrel’s soul?” Philip turned to Stillwater.


  “We cannot,” the imp said hesitatingly. “The sun’s problems are still too dangerous for us to travel, plus we don’t know where Kestrel is, exactly. I thought I heard an echo of his call not too long ago, but,” his voice trailed off.


  “I thought I heard him too,” Odare volunteered, “But it was a distant sound.”


  “Like he was calling down a long tunnel,” Killcen agreed, and Canyon nodded.


  “Perhaps we should prepare a ship to go to Seafare, to find out if Kestrel is in Ruelin’s body,” Creata proposed.


  They all looked at one another. “Who will go, and what will you do if you get there and Kestrel’s not there? For that matter, what can we do even if he is there? Order them to switch bodies?” Wren asked.


  “I’ll go,” Picco answered. “And Ruelin will go.”


  “I’ll come along,” Wren chimed in.


  “And me too!” Creata added quickly.


  “And we’ll just do what Kestrel always does; we’ll make it up as we go along,” Wren answered the rest of Philip’s question. “And hope for the best.”


  “Yes, we’ll hope for the best,” Odare echoed.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 21 – Moorin Saving and Saved


  


  “I’m ready,” Moorin said as Kestrel entered the tiny cabin. She was lying under the sheet on the narrow bunk, clearly unclothed beneath the thin cloth.


  “Ready for what?” Kestrel asked, startled by the new set of unexpected circumstances and the resigned tone she used, so startled that he momentarily lost his sense of self-pity.


  “For the consummation you’ve demanded. We’ve carried out the betrothal to make it legitimate and you’ve signed the contracts with my father’s carriers. You’ve done what you were supposed to, and now I’ll fulfill my obligations, since you’re apparently healthy enough now,” Moorin told him staring at his face without an expression. “And perhaps you’ve even earned it for your heroics this afternoon; you shot so well I would have thought you were that Kestrel in the tournament.”


  “I don’t want to do this! Not like this,” Kestrel protested without thinking.


  “You’ve made quite clear that you do want to do this,” Moorin sat up, pulling the sheet up with her.


  “I’m not ready. I’m not the man you think I am,” Kestrel felt panic coming over him. Panic at the impossibility of thinking that he could explain in a rational way the irrational, unbelievable story that he would have to give. And panic at facing such unexpected intimacy with such a beautiful woman, even if he thought he had almost had such intimacy with someone who had almost been her.


  He wouldn’t presume to take advantage of his altered identity. But he didn’t want to try to tell her who he was or what he had done, not yet, not until he could decipher what was happening and figure out how to explain it coherently. And with her apparent attitude, most importantly, he could see that there would be no passion, no affection, on her part.


  There was a sudden shout, and then an anguished scream on the deck overhead.


  “I’m going to go see what happened,” Kestrel said, he opened the door behind him and fled from the cabin, leaving Moorin gaping in astonishment.


  Upstairs on the deck he found a cluster of men looking up at a ship hand who had been struck by a falling spar along the uppermost yard arm of the main mast. The injured man was pinned in a difficult location at the end of the wooden arm.


  “Who’s going to go help him?” Kestrel asked, as the man’s moans came forth in gasps.


  “He’s the only man who goes out there my lord,” the captain answered. “We had three men to attend to the ropes out there, but two died during the attacks on our ship, and Latons is the only man left who will climb that high without falling.”


  “Let me go,” Kestrel spoke. He looked at the mast. Climbing it, with all the ropes and arms and spars available, would be as easy as climbing a tree in the Eastern Forest, except for the fact that he didn’t have his elven body and elven abilities. Still, he reasoned, if other humans were making the climb, he should be able to as well; he’d just have to match his expectations to the reality of his body.


  Kestrel walked to the mast. “My lord, surely you shouldn’t do this?” the first mate suggested.


  Kestrel didn’t answer, but reached over his head as he gave a leap, and pulled himself upward, then began climbing. He went up as fast as any human would have, yet slower than his elven psyche was accustomed to. When he reached the topmost arms of the mast he began to crawl out along the top of the wood, then paused as the wooden beam narrowed, growing weaker. He was only a few feet from the injured man now, whose eyes were glazed with pain as he looked at Kestrel.


  “Here, you’re going to be okay,” Kestrel told him reassuringly. He looked at a broken length of a wooden spar, one piece dangling freely from the rope it was connected to, while the jagged end of the other piece was jammed into the thigh of the sailor, and a rope was wrapped around his arm. Kestrel looked up at the ropes, following the trail of the one that bound the man in place, and he saw the pulley it turned through, then he followed it down to where it wound around another pulley below before returning to be wrapped around a cleat on the mast next to him.


  “I’m going to lower him to you,” Kestrel shouted down to the men below. “Get ready.” He looked around momentarily. The sun was close to setting, and the view from the top of the mast gave him a seemingly endless view of the watery horizon in all directions. The comet was setting in the west, with its tail already sunk under the water and its head still aimed at the sun, which was not far above it, making the western waters turn gold and red and orange. It was beautiful to observe.


  “Here now, stay calm,” Kestrel told the injured sailor as he cautiously edged out onto the extension of the arm. The wood was growing narrow and thin and weak, not suited to hold the weight of two grown human men. Kestrel unwrapped the rope that bound the man, then looped it around, and carefully slid it beneath the man’s armpits and then tied it secure.


  “I’m going to pull the spar out of your leg, then I’ll lower you as quickly as I can to the men below. Are you ready?” Kestrel asked.


  “I am my lord. Thank you, sir. You’re too good to be up here doing this,” the man feebly said.


  “Nonsense,” Kestrel replied. “Now you press your hand tight against the wound so you don’t lose blood, do you hear me?” Kestrel asked.


  “Aye, sir. I’ll press firmly,” the sailor replied.


  “Okay now, here we go,” Kestrel warned. He placed both hands on the spar, and jerked hard, pulling the wood out of the man’s flesh and making him whimper. Kestrel flipped the wood towards the sea, grabbed his crewman’s hands and slapped them onto the wound, then gently lifted and slid the man off the yard. As he did, he heard the wood beneath him start to crack and splinter, and the man’s eyes looked up at Kestrel as their gazes met.


  Kestrel reached out to the rope and gave a tug, loosening it from the cleat, and causing the man to start falling rapidly, the rope racing through Kestrel’s hands, giving him painful burns as it rubbed the skin and flesh and caused drops of his blood to strain the hemp of the rope. Kestrel gave a cry, then tightened his hold on the rope to slow the man’s plummet. He heard the wood crack some more, and he started to take a step backwards to the solid part of the yard, as he watched his patient lower into the waiting arms of his companions below.


  And then his wooden support snapped completely. Kestrel started to fall, and as he did he let loose of the rope, reached out with one of his bloody hands, and tried to grab hold of the edge of the canvas sail close by, but his fingers only grasped the cloth momentarily before he lost his grip and changed his momentum, throwing him outward away from the hull of the ship and towards the darkening blue waters of the sea below.


  “Ruelin! No!” he heard Moorin’s voice in particular, a tone he was able to pick out from the medley of voices that shouted at the sight of their prince falling through the twilight night, plummeting towards his doom in the water. With an effort he flung his legs upward, then crossed his hands below him, just in time to make his entry into the water an awkward but survivable dive that carried him and a shower of air bubbles deep under the water’s surface.


  He began to stroke upwards, his hands burning in the salt water without his notice as he struggled to find the surface of the water. To his left he sensed the deeper shadow of the ship’s hull, its momentum carrying it past his position, and then his head unexpectedly found the surface of the water and he took a deep breath.


  His eyes stung and his vision wasn’t clear, but he tried to tread water amidst the small, choppy waves that flung spray over his head. He dimly saw a white spot between him and the ship, a white spot that grew larger, and then he realized it was Moorin, running towards him in the elven way, running on top of the water. She was already sinking up to her ankles in the sea water, but she was closing upon his location rapidly.


  “Ruelin, hold on!” she called, and Kestrel saw that she was pulling a rope towards him, a rope whose other end was securely held by a knot of men standing on the deck.


  Moorin was drawing closer to him, but her elven speed was falling rapidly, and the water was already washing up to her knees. Kestrel could see that though she was trying valiantly, she was in trouble, and she wasn’t likely to make it all the way to his location. He began to swim awkwardly, trying to reach her before she sank all the way into the water.


  “Ruelin!” she called again, but this time in fear, and then she sank into the water.


  Kestrel rose and took a deep breath, then plunged beneath the surface with a might surge. He stroked his arms and kicked his legs and saw a blurry white something slowly descending in the water. He kicked again, going deeper, and heading towards the descending body of Moorin. He drew close enough to see her move once feebly, then as he reached her the spark went out and she ceased to move other than via the random drifting motions of her hair, her gown, and her limbs in the currents below the surface.


  Kestrel wrapped an arm around her waist and pressed his shoulder against her as he reoriented his body to move upward, and released the last of the air in his lungs. He was seconds away from gulping down seawater as he felt his lungs burning and his mind could focus only on the need to reach the surface.


  And then he broke through. Moorin suddenly had weight upon his shoulder and he took in a deep breath, then felt himself sink again as a wave washed over him. He kicked and rose again to take another gasping breath, and recognized the dark bulk of the ship moving away from him, and he heard shouts of recognition as men spotted Moorin’s white figure back on the surface.


  There was a slightly phosphorescent glow in the water, the dim presence of the rope that Moorin had been carrying towards him, and he stroked desperately towards it, trying to keep Moorin’s limp body in front of him, along with him. He corralled the limp flesh with his arms, his shoulders, and his head and then rose up in the air and grabbed hold of the end of the rope with one still painfully raw hand as the other secured itself in the front of the white gown Moorin wore, and he let the ship pull his through the water as he gasped and tried to recuperate from the exhaustion and numbness of his experience.


  He held on to each, though the rope burns were stinging horribly, and he felt the rope give tug after tug after tug. It meant, he realized, that the crew aboard the ship was hauling on the other end of the rope pulling him closer to the side of the ship. He didn’t know how he would climb up the sheer side of the wooden ship, but then he realized he didn’t have to figure it out as he saw a small boat being lowered into the water with several men on board.


  The boat quickly pulled alongside, and Kestrel made them haul Moorin aboard, then let himself be lifted out of the cold water. Moorin was lying on her back on a bench, her pale face and lifeless eyes facing upward. Kestrel swung his arms free of the hands that tried to help him, and he scrambled over to the drowned woman.


  Moorin? Moorin!” he cried. He placed his hand beneath her and flipped her over onto her stomach, then pressed down on her back with a hard thrust that caused a torrent of water to gush out of her mouth, then did it again, paused, and did it again, forcing decreasing volumes of water out with each press.


  “My lord,” one of the men tried to interrupt the seemingly pointless exercise, but Kestrel savagely threw the man’s gentle hand away, and gave one more thrust on her back, then roughly flipped her again so that her face was up.


  It was like his effort with Picco far away in Graylee two years earlier; it was his elven training coming back to him. He placed his mouth over her blue lips and blew in as he saw her chest rise, then he let her chest fall as he took another breath, and he blew in again.


  Kestrel moved himself rapidly around so that he could place his hands on her chest, and he pressed down hard. He shuddered as he felt one of her ribs snap from the pressure he exerted, but he only released momentarily, then pressed down and released, pressed and released, and repeated the cycle several times rapidly.


  “You can’t die now,” he chanted each word every time he compressed her chest, over and over.


  “It doesn’t matter if you’re the real Moorin or a fake, and it doesn’t matter if I’m Ruelin or Kestrel, you’re not going to die now,” he spoke between gritted teeth, then switched positions and placed his mouth on hers again. And as he breathed into her lungs there was a sudden momentary glow at the point where their mouths met, and in the illumination of the glow Kestrel saw life flood back into the eyes of the elven countess. Her lips suddenly clamped shut, and he lifted his mouth from hers as she began to cough.


  “My lord, you’ve done it!” one of the men cried.


  Moorin’s eyes were closed as she continued to cough, and Kestrel sat upright, his head back and his own eyes closed in relief and exhaustion and fear at what had just passed.


  “My lord, bless you my lord,” one of the sailors said. He felt strong hands grip his arms, and realized the small boat was attached to ropes and being raised back up to the deck of the ship.


  “Take her to our cabin,” Kestrel told the crew members who gathered around the boat as it returned to the deck. He watched as multiple strong arms grabbed the weakened Moorin and lifted her. “Be gentle,” he spoke up. “She’s got a cracked rib.”


  He let men’s hands pluck at him and help him rise, at which point he discovered how weak his own legs were, and he placed each of his arms around a man’s shoulders so that he could be carried downstairs.


  “We need to put some salve on those hands, my lord,” one of the men told him as they sat him on the edge of the bed where Moorin’s wet body was dampening their mattress.


  “Go bring me a pot of the stuff, then let us rest,” he said wearily. The room was dark except for a single candle that was held in a glass lantern as it swung from the low ceiling, and the last of the red sunset light was gone.


  The men left and Kestrel sat with his shoulders slumped forward until one of the officers brought the salve to him.


  “Thank you sir, for saving Latons up aloft. It made quite an impression on the crew,” the man said, then quickly closed the door behind himself.


  Kestrel took another deep breath, then turned his head and looked at Moorin, her eyes were open and she was staring at him.


  “You’ll be sore for a few days,” he told her. “It’s going to hurt to breath, or laugh, or bend the wrong way, but you’ll get better. You’re still alive.


  “Here,” he grabbed the bottom of her gown and began to pull it upwards towards her waist. “Let’s get you out of these wet clothes,” he told her. “Let me help,” he held her hands and slowly pulled her upward as she winced, then he pulled the gown away and threw it into a sodden mass in a corner of the floor. “Stay up for a moment,” he commanded, and he found a dry blanket that he lay down beneath her, and lowered her back onto the mattress.


  She remained silent as he stood and took off his own wet clothes, then finally smeared salve on the rope burns on the palms of his hands, and turned off the light. Kestrel carefully reached over to find the edge of the mattress, and he climbed over Moorin, conscious of his bare skin rubbing against hers, so that he could lay down beside her.


  “You saved my life, didn’t you?” she finally spoke when he was still and silent.


  “I did,” Kestrel agreed, too exhausted to dissemble modestly.


  “Now sleep, Moorin, sleep,” he told her. He reached over and let his fingertips tentatively travel over her body to find her head, and he massaged her scalp gently for several seconds before he fell asleep.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 22 – Another Pirate


  


  Kestrel awoke in the morning to discover that Moorin was putting salve on the palms of his hands. She was dressed, and had a tray of food sitting on the narrow mattress next to her.


  “Apparently sailors get rope burns on their hands pretty often,” she told him moments after his eyes opened. “Here, you keep your palms open and let them rest. I’ll feed you this morning, just like a momma bird at a nest in a tree,” she spoke in a pleasant tone, one that was perhaps even warm and affectionate, and it took Kestrel a moment to remember and realize that she was speaking to the body of Ruelin – her husband-to-be – not to him.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked, seeing the crestfallen look on his face. “Don’t you want to be a little baby bird?” she showed a gentle smile.


  Kestrel grinned. “There’s hardly anything I’d rather be at this moment.”


  She held up a grape, and Kestrel obediently opened his mouth and let her fingers delicately place the fruit on his tongue.


  “Thank you for coming out on the water to try to save me last night,” Kestrel told her.


  “Thank you for succeeding in saving me,” she said. “The crew told me this morning that you ended up rescuing me, and they have some amazing stories about what you did.” She placed a bite of bacon in his mouth. “Did you really bring me back from the dead?”


  Kestrel took his time chewing the bacon as he thought about his answer. “I just used a trick to make you start breathing again.”


  “Yes,” Mooring fed him a thick piece of toast, one still warm with butter spread across it. “But they all know how to do that. They said you shared the breath of life, and there was something more, a light like you were giving my life back to me?” her voice ended in a questioning tone.


  “I’m flattered that they ascribe divine abilities to me,” he smiled, then opened his mouth and waited for the next bite, a piece of apple.


  She looked at him expecting more information, but he silently chewed his fruit, and she gave him another bite of bacon. “The captain says that we should reach Seafare tonight, perhaps before sunset.”


  Kestrel paused. He needed to tell her who he was, to end the masquerade.


  “You’re not who I thought you were,” she startled him by saying, setting his heart pounding.


  “Yesterday you woke from a coma, and went immediately into battle, where you single-handedly defeated two ships. Then you turned down your opportunity,” she blushed lightly, and her eyes strayed from his momentarily, “so that you could go help a mere crew member, even though you had to put your own life at risk, and then you saved both of us from drowning to death.


  “I apologize Ruelin. I thought you were a much more self-centered, egotistical man,” she said. She leaned forward and lay against him, her chest against his, and gently kissed his lips. “My father tried to give me a pep talk; he told me that marriage would be a voyage of discovery and there were going to be many surprises. I just didn’t expect them to come so quickly or be so pleasant.” Kestrel stared into her eyes, astonished again by how bright and beautiful they were, just as they had been when he had stared into the face of the false Moorin in Graylee.


  “Now, here let’s feed you some more. You need to keep up your strength,” she pressed herself upward to his disappointment, and spooned oatmeal into his mouth.


  “Moorin,” he knew he had to end the charade, “I have to tell you something.”


  She looked at him attentively.


  “Your highness,” a voice called through the door, and there was a pounding. “My apologies your highness, but there’s been a sighting of Exmoor’s ships on the horizon, and it appears they’ve added a third villain.”


  “I’ll be out in a moment,” Kestrel called. He looked at Moorin, then looked at his injured hands. “I think I’ll be able to hand a bow. I’ll just be slower at it this time,” he told her. “Could you help me up, and hand me my clothes?”


  “Where are your dry clothes?” she asked as she helped him raise up.


  Kestrel looked around the room. “Better go ask the crew; I don’t know,” he admitted. He only saw the wet pile of clothes he had discarded the night before, still on the floor.


  Moorin returned within a minute with a set of non-descript clothing. “I’m sorry my lord,” she said apologetically, “but these were the first things available, and everyone seemed in a hurry to work the sails.”


  She looked scared, despite her recent conversation about the unexpected personality Ruelin had shown. Kestrel smiled at her, and held out his hands.


  “Put your arms up and let me dress you,” she said. We’ll save those hands until you have to use them.” She pulled the shirt sleeves down his arms and popped his head through the neckhole, then held up the pants.


  “I’ll do that, hands or no hands,” he told her immediately. “Turn around,” he said, and motioned for her to spin.


  She gave a wry smile as she handed him the clothes, and he hastily pulled the pants legs up and fumbled with the buttons on the front. “Okay,” he told her as he sat down, and he let her pull his boots up over his feet.


  “Let’s go see what we’ve got,” he grabbed the bow someone had placed in his cabin for him, and went out into the sunlight of the morning on deck.


  Three ships were visible in the near distance, individuals distinctly visible on the decks of each ship. “They have shields, my lord,” the captain of his ship observed to Kestrel. “They’re afraid of you.”


  Kestrel looked at the approaching attack. His ship could not outrun them with the damage it had sustained to its sails, which prevented it from sailing at full speed. “Who are your next two best archers?” he asked the captain. “Place one at either end of our ship. If they raise the shields to protect them from my shots from above, we should be able to sink some shots into them from the deck level.”


  The captain gave orders, and Kestrel stepped over to the mast. “Ruelin,” Moorin called. “Ruelin!” she repeated, and Kestrel belatedly realized she was calling him, calling the identity she thought he held.


  “Good luck, my lord,” she said softly as she came to him, and she gave him a warm kiss on the lips.


  “I’ll be back down for lunch and this will all be over, my pet,” he said with forced jollity, and then began to climb slowly.


  “I need as many arrows as you can supply. Have someone bring three quivers up to me,” he called as he settled into the high spot on the yardarm.


  Kestrel and his ship were fortunate that between shifting winds and bad navigation, the flotilla of attacking ships did not manage to bring more than one ship at a time to try to attack, and so Kestrel aimed his arrows at any vulnerable person he saw on each ship as they approached.


  “Do you have any pitch?” he called after the first ship veered away. Kestrel’s arrows had killed three helmsmen and two officers before the ship had even come within range of the other archers positioned to help defend their ship.


  “We do,” one of the crewmen called up in reply.


  “Here,” Kestrel carefully dropped a half dozen arrows to the deck below. “Dip these arrows in the pitch. Put a good thick coating on them, well up the shaft, then have someone carry them and a candle up to me.”


  “My lord, we don’t allow open flames in among the sails,” a junior officer protested.


  “With good reason,” Kestrel agreed. “But my plan is to put an open flame in the sails of our tormenters, not ourselves, so have someone be careful, and bring those things up here as quickly as possible.”


  By the time a pair of crew men climbed up to Kestrel – one with the blackened arrows and one with the candle inside a lantern, the second attacking ship was drawing close, closer than Kestrel had allowed the first attacker to reach. And it was better prepared, using both extra shields, and also covers to hide the location of its men from his view.


  “Now,” Kestrel directed the two men, “take two arrows, and light them both, then hand them immediately to me.” He held his bow ready, not wanting to risk a spark or a flickering tendril of flame resting in his hands any longer than necessary.


  The crewmen obeyed him nervously, and one of them swore as he nearly fumbled one of the arrows while pulling it out of the lantern’s enclosure.


  Kestrel grabbed the arrows, laid them on his bow, and fired immediately. The two blazing arrows streaked through the sky, their paths separating by only a few feet before they struck the enemy ship. One struck high on a mast, while the other passed through one sail, then another, then came to rest in a tangle of rope high above the deck.


  All eyes on both ships watched as tendrils of smoke began to rise from the locations of the arrows and from a burning hole left in one of the sails, and the attacker immediately veered away from its pursuit in panic as the deadliest threat known to a wooden sailing ship began to spread.


  “Drop our sails!” Kestrel called to the deck below. “Slow us down; let the third ship catch up to us and we’ll give them a taste of fire as well!”


  The officers began to shout out orders, following Kestrel’s direction without hesitation, leaving their ship suddenly dead in the water, and the last of the attackers found itself unexpectedly pulling closer and closer to the dangerous quarry, as its officers were distracted by watching the disaster burning upon their sister ship.


  “Give me two more arrows,” Kestrel said urgently to his new assistants when he guessed the target was close enough. He glanced down at the deck, and saw to his surprise that multiple buckets of water were sitting on the deck, and the crew was lifting more from the sea. It was a prudent step to take as insurance, he realized with a grin. And then the two arrows were suddenly in front of his face and he grabbed them, placed them on the bow, raised the angle of his aim to allow the shots to travel further before they fell upon the enemy ship, and he released the shot.


  Everyone on board the ship stared into the sky, as the arrows flew high above the water, then slowly fell downward. One fell into the water immediately next to the targeted ship, raising a small instantaneous plume of steam, but the other passed through two sets of sails and landed on a pile of tightly coiled rope on the deck. Kestrel and the others watched as crew members immediately began beating out the small flames on the deck, then one pulled the arrow free and threw it over the side of the ship. But up above them two sets of sails were rapidly catching fire, as flames spread and rose along the canvas sheets, and pieces of burning material began to fall and float away.


  “We can go down now,” Kestrel said in a satisfied voice, and he spryly climbed down the rigging with the two crewmen.


  “Ruelin, that was so clever!” Moorin told him as he landed on the deck. “What made you think of that?”


  “You’re an elf; what’s more frightening than a forest fire?” Kestrel asked. “I just thought of all the wood in these ships and I knew what would make them vulnerable.”


  “Oh, look at your poor hands!” Moorin said, grabbing his free hand and turning it over, revealing that fresh blood was seeping through his injured palms as a result of his efforts.


  “You can go below and tend to your wounds, my lord. We won’t be troubled any further,” the ship’s captain told him, gesturing towards the two flaming pyres that floated on the sea’s surface.


  “Or we could go up into the rigging together to enjoy the sun and the air,” Kestrel said, looking at Moorin. “You like to climb trees, don’t you?”


  “I know humans expect all elves to climb trees, but I haven’t climbed one in several years,” she answered. “But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t mind trying,” she added after a moment’s pause. “Though I don’t know that I could climb as well as you do. I’d say you were part elf if I didn’t know better, watching the way you’ve been up and down these past two days.”


  “You’ve taken to it like you were born to it, my lord,” the captain agreed as he stood nearby. “No one told me to expect the prince of the land to be a natural seaman!” he laughed a creaking laugh that made Kestrel grin.


  Moorin ran down to the cabin and got the pot of salve, then she and Kestrel went to the foremast and climbed up to the highest joint where the top yard joined the mast, and sat down.


  “You climbed like you’ve done it every day,” Kestrel complimented Moorin as they took their seats.


  “Hold out your hands,” she replied. He obeyed, and she took them up in her own, then slowly raised them one at a time to her lips, and gently kissed them while her eyes searched his face, before she lowered his hands to her lap and silently began to gently rub salve on his palms.


  “Who are you really?” she asked when she finished. She looked directly into his face. “The Ruelin I heard about, the Ruelin I met, never would have done any of the things you’ve done since you woke up. You’re braver, stronger, kinder, cleverer. You could tell me you’re anyone in the world except Kestrel and I wouldn’t care, but I want to know who you are and what you’ve done to Ruelin.”


  He sat with a dumbfounded expression, until she burst out laughing. “The look on your face is priceless, my dear!” and she laid her head on his shoulder affectionately, chuckling at her own humor. “If the only difference is the difference between you on land and you at sea, I suggest we build a palace that floats at the docks and live in the harbor.


  “What’s the first thing you want to show me when we reach your nation?” she asked after a few moments. “Besides the bedroom, I mean,” she laughed gently.


  “Land,” Kestrel said.


  “Well, yes, we’ll see that soon enough,” Moorin said in a patient tone.


  “I see it right now!” Kestrel replied. “There’s land on the horizon!”


  “Land in sight!” he called loudly, turning to face downward towards the deck. He was relieved by the fortunate excuse to interrupt the conversation. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know a single thing about Seafare to be able to propose something to see. And Moorin’s pretense of seeing through his false identity had scared him, while her spoken disdain of his true identity had wounded him. Yet he had to tell her the truth, very soon, or he had to figure out some way to reverse the process that had stuck him in the human body.


  “It must be a headland. We may arrive at Seafare before nightfall,” Moorin replied.


  “I’m famished,” Kestrel suddenly realized that he was hungry. “Would you like to feed me another meal?” he asked with a grin.


  “As long as you don’t think this is going to be the rule for every meal of our married life together,” she agreed, and they went back down to the deck.


  “With the wind behind us we should pull up to the palace docks in about three hours, my lord,” an officer said before he agreed to have a tray of food sent down to the cabin where the ruling couple headed.


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 23 – Arrival at Seafare


  


  That very afternoon, a ship pulled out of Graylee, carrying the true prince of Graylee, along with Picco, who he had grown to trust and rely upon, and Creata and Wren, Creata going under the pretext of establishing diplomatic relations with Seafare on behalf of the new ruler of Graylee, though he was truly motivated more by the desire to remain with Wren. The imps were on board too.


  “You’ll love seeing Seafare,” Ruelin told Picco. “We’ll have to go for a ride through the countryside, so you can see the fields of madder and weld. They’re beautiful to look at, especially at sunset, when the colors are so rich.”


  “I’ll look forward to that, and to seeing you in your own body again,” she agreed. “I’d like to know what you really look like.”


  “Whereas I have the advantage of knowing that you really look like a lovely girl,” Ruelin said valiantly. As much as he admired Moorin’s astonishing beauty and the prestige of marrying the granddaughter of a former king of the Northern Forest, there had been no chemistry between her and him. The nuptials had been negotiated by his ambassador in a business-like manner in the best interest of both parties, negotiated quickly but without any romantic or sentimental attachments.


  And simplt the sheer physical condition of the Kestrel body he occupied had changed his outlook. Everything seemed easier in the fit elven body – running, even breathing seemed easier, and made him happier with life. He blushed as he thought about the dissipated lifestyle he had lived in recent years in Seafare, especially since Uniontown’s influence had grown so prominent. He shied away from the thought of having to reveal to Picco just how depraved his city, and his own life, had become when he had listened to the advice and encouragement of Probst, the Uniontown ambassador.


  “We’ll need three days of sailing time to reach Seafare,” the captain told his noble passengers. “Maybe more if the wind or traffic are bad.”


  They were aboard a well-armed ship, cognizant of the fact that Uniontown and its allies still controlled most of the ports and kingdoms that ringed the Inner Seas. Seafare itself was a close ally of Uniontown; though it had not been conquered, Prince Ruelin had listened closely to the ambassador from Uniontown and carried out many of his suggestions, including the ambassador’s suggestion that he send his own ambassador to Kirevee and propose to Moorin on behalf of Ruelin.


  Ruelin’s inhabitation of Kestrel’s body had actually freed him from the influence of the Viathins though, and he appreciated the freedom of thought he enjoyed as a result. Once the whole fantastic story about Viathins and mind-control had been explained to him repeatedly by multiple friends of Kestrel, he had insisted that the ship carry the skin of water from Decimindion with it to Seafare, so that his own court could be freed from the unnatural influence of the monsters, just as he had been set free through Kestrel’s immunity to the influence.


  “The city is a terrible cesspit right now. I’m ashamed of what I’ve done,” he stole a glance at Picco as he spoke. “But I know better now, and I’ll not be fooled again into doing those things. Seafare will become a more wholesome place.


  “We’ll sail into the harbor, and then what will we do?” Creata asked. “Tell them that we’ve got their real prince, but he looks like someone else?”


  “Show them us!” Odare had suggested. “Everyone knows how sincere imps are, so they’ll have to believe you!”


  


  


  


  



  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 24 – In the Palace of Pain


  


  When Kestrel’s ship glided up to Seafare’s palace docks, he was dressed in a resplendent set of royal robes that had been taken from storage on board the ship, and Moorin was dressed in a set of her finest clothes as well. They stepped onto the dock and struck all who observed them to appear to be a couple that was eminently suited to rule the nation.


  Kestrel felt the blood drain from his face as he saw that the hastily assembled welcoming party included Namber, the exiled former prince of Graylee, who Kestrel discovered was living in the palace at Seafare during his exile, a guest of Ruelin and of Probst, the powerful Uniontown ambassador to Seafare; Probst was the man who pulled the strings behind the scenes in Seafare and manipulated the previously compliant Ruelin with ease.


  “Your highness, it’s a pleasure to see your safe return,” Namber told Kestrel on the dock. “We had heard rumors of pirates at large upon the Great Sea. It’s good to know that you survived the passage.”


  As soon as Kestrel heard Namber speak he heard the falseness in the man’s voice, and he realized that the pirate attacks had been an ambush known in Seafare, and made with the approval of the palace where Ruelin was supposed to rule. His mind staggered at the thought of the level of treachery and deceit that must exist in the environment he was entering.


  Namber looked at Moorin, and bowed low to kiss her hand as they were introduced, but in his glance Kestrel saw unalloyed lust for the half-elven woman who was in Seafare to become its princess.


  “My lady, we meet again, and you are at least as beautiful as you were before,” Namber purred.


  “Have we met?” Moorin asked in confusion.


  “Not precisely, but yes, in a way. There was a false copy of you who visited my own palace,” Namber vaguely explained. “It is a complicated story,” he glanced sideways at Probst, the Uniontown ambassador, “but we must sit down some evening and I’ll explain it. And someday when I am back in Graylee in my palace there, I’ll show you the very spot where we visited.”


  “Given your fall from power, that seems unlikely,” Kestrel blurted out.


  Namber looked up at Kestrel with hate-filled eyes, and Probst looked at him in surprise. He had breached protocol, Kestrel knew. The situation in Seafare, the welcoming conclave on the dock, his distaste for what it all signaled, the shock of it all, in addition to the tension of living in someone else’s body, all were stressful beyond anything he had ever imagined. Together, the mix of volatile elements had caused him to blurt out his real thoughts; he knew that he was just one misstep away from disaster for both himself and now, he realized, for Moorin too, who would fall victim to Namber if Kestrel were not available to protect her.


  “Forgive me,” he mumbled. “The journey was a long and tiring one. Let us return to the palace and refresh ourselves,” he said, then took Moorin’s hand in his and started walking towards the carriages that were parked near the dock.


  “Would you like for one of the servants to carry your bow for you?” Probst asked, nodding towards the bow that Kestrel had slung over his shoulder and carried off the ship with him, despite the breach of etiquette it caused.


  “It comforts me. I’ll carry it myself,” Kestrel demurred, and walked on.


  “Lady Moorin, we have to talk,” he said as soon as they were in the carriage.


  “Yes, my lord,” she looked at him, surprised by the urgent tone of his voice.


  “Not here in the wagon, but when we’re safely alone in the palace,” he explained. “I will do everything I can to watch out for you and protect you.”


  “I never doubted otherwise,” she smiled, “as you’ve already demonstrated repeatedly at sea.”


  They sat in silence for the rest of the short ride to the palace, passing through a heavily guarded gate and then stopping before a grim, forbidding-looking structure. As their carriage pulled up, a quartet of guards climbed down, and other guards appeared from the palace, while other carriages from the greeting party pulled up near them.


  “We’ve arranged for a tour for your new bride to see the palace this afternoon, your majesty. Shall we schedule that for immediately after your rest, before the banquet tonight?” the ambassador from Uniontown, Probst, asked.


  “Yes, a tour will be an excellent idea, “Kestrel agreed. He led Moorin into the main entrance of the palace. “Will one of you show us to our lady’s new chambers?” Kestrel asked one of the maids who were assembled in the hallway, bowed in greeting.


  An older lady, the apparent head mistress of the serving staff stepped forth, and the ruling couple followed her up the stairs, and away from the rest of the assembled gathering, who wondered at the Prince’s hasty exit from the crowd, without ceremony or comment to anyone.


  “This is your suite, my lady, right down the hall from the prince’s quarters,” the servant paused at a door, which Kestrel opened.


  “Thank you,” Kestrel told the servant, as he gently ushered Moorin into the room then closed the door behind.


  They entered a series of elegant, if drab rooms. “Will our chambers connect with each other?” Moorin asked as Kestrel walked them hurriedly into the bedroom.


  “Lady Moorin, I don’t know,” Kestrel answered. He felt miserable, not knowing any way to make his story sound plausible.


  “My lord, are you well? Ruelin, you’ve been acting strangely ever since we reached the city,” Moorin answered.


  “Let’s sit down, shall we?” Kestrel suggested. “I have to tell you something. I started to try on the ship once, but we were interrupted.


  “When I awoke on the ship,” Kestrel hesitated as he began. “When I awoke from the coma, I did not know where I was. I didn’t expect to awaken there, though the miracle of awakening to find your beauty by my bedside made it a wonderful surprise in one sense,” he gave a weak smile.


  “And not only did I not know where I was, I didn’t know who I was,” he saw her eyebrows rise. “I mean, I knew who I was – am – but I didn’t realize who I was supposed to be.


  “I’m not really Prince Ruelin. Somehow, I woke up in his body, and,” Kestrel mused, “I suppose he woke up in mine.”


  He looked at her and saw the alarm in her eyes. Kestrel stood up and started pacing. “Think about it Moorin; you said the very thing yourself! I thought you had caught me! The things I’ve done in the past day and a half. And the way I acted here? I couldn’t introduce you to anyone because I don’t know anyone here.”


  “You knew the prince of Graylee,” Moorin said, as Kestrel paced back and forth in front of the window.


  “That’s a different tale,” Kestrel said quietly. “I fought in the rebellion against Namber. I was caught and tortured in his palace. I know him far too well.”


  “And what’s even more immediately important is that you know that this place is an evil place. We are in a land where terrible things are happening, and we need to be careful,” Kestrel told her.


  “I know, I know,” he saw the stricken look on her face. “You’re thinking you’re hundreds of miles away from your friends and family and suddenly you find that your fiancé is insane, a madman.


  “Just trust me, please. I’ve treated you as well as I could these past few hours. I will look out for you and protect you. I pledge myself to you,” he knelt before her.


  There was a knock at the door.


  “Who do you think you really are?” Moorin asked cautiously.


  “You believe me? You concede that my story is true?” Kestrel looked up into her eyes, studying her. There was a spark of something positive in her expression.


  “I know that these past few hours I have not known you at all except for your face – your words and actions are so completely different from what I expected them to be,” she acknowledged.


  The knock on the door happened again, louder.


  Kestrel rose and stepped into the hallway near the door, out of the bedroom. “Who is it?” he asked.


  “Your lady’s tour of the palace is ready to begin whenever she wishes to come downstairs, my lord,” a man’s voice called.


  “We’ll be down in just a few minutes,” Kestrel called through the door, then returned to Moorin. She was sitting on the bed with her hands covering her face, silently weeping.


  “Who do you think you are?” she asked again from behind her hands.


  “Someone you don’t truly know; someone who will not hurt you; someone who will not desert you,” Kestrel answered. “Just continue to call me Ruelin,” he told her, not wanting to admit he was the one man she seemed to truly hate. He reached out and took her hands, then gently pulled them from her face and pulled her up to her feet. “Let’s go take this tour together, so that we can see the palace and learn what we’re in for,” he told his fiancé-in-name.


  Moorin wiped her tears, then, holding Kestrel’s hand, she walked downstairs with him to where a small group of people were gathered, waiting to participate in the tour. Kestrel observed their faces as the group gathered together, and he saw that some were marked by fear and apprehension, while others seemed to show a cruel satisfaction, and he marked those as men to watch out for.


  The tour began by entering the public halls, the throne room, the reception areas, and then went out into the gardens. Kestrel took note of the distinctly martial tone of the presentation and the decorative motifs on the tour; Seafare was a warlike nation, or at least the palace had such a character, though Kestrel did not know if that was traditional, or a result of the recent Uniontown influence.


  As they walked through the gardens, Kestrel noted a large glass-enclosed space on the far side of the garden area, and he guessed what it must be. “Shall we take my beloved over to look at that facility?” he asked the tour guide.


  “Is that prudent, your majesty?” one of the men asked.


  “I think she should see and know everything there is to know about the man she agreed to marry,” Kestrel answered firmly, determined to find out if the enclosure was in fact a pool that provided a home for Viathins on the palace grounds.


  The group veered to the left, and crossed over to where guards stood at the entrance of the glass room.


  “Visitors are not permitted,” one of the guards said nervously, unhappy with appearing to block his nation’s ruler.


  “Fool! Open the cursed door for the Prince and his consort,” one of the escorting guards said angrily, and the guard stationed at the door quickly complied, then stepped out of the way.


  Inside the room there was a large pool, as Kestrel had expected, and several Viathins, in the form of the lizard monsters Kestrel had first seen, were floating idly in the water. The air was dense with humidity.


  “We’re scheduled to feed them within a few minutes,” one of the tour leaders said fondly. “Would you and your princess like to watch?”


  “What do they eat?” Moorin asked innocently.


  “Prisoners,” the guide replied. “They’re a marvelously efficient way to clear out his highness’s prisons!” the man laughed a wheezing laugh, his noise drowning out the gasp of horror that Moorin emitted.


  “No,” Kestrel said sternly. “No, we will not feed them human flesh! Feed them beef or horse meat today, and have them removed from the palace by midnight tonight! They are abominations, and I will not stand to have them in the palace of the people of Seafare.”


  “Are you crazy?” one guide blurted out as all the members of the tour group looked on in astonishment, then gasped. “Forgive me my lord.”


  “Perhaps we could let them eat one last live person,” Kestrel said ominously.


  “Majesty, perhaps we better go on with the scheduled tour,” another guide said nervously.


  Kestrel let himself be led out of the greenhouse among the silent group, and as they started walking, the guides spread out and began whispering among themselves. It was an ominous sign, Kestrel knew, and he realized that he had no margin for error going forward. Word of his dislike for the Viathins would spread rapidly, he was sure, and would provoke some dangerous reaction, he was equally sure.


  The tour didn’t last much longer, probably cut short due to his outburst, he suspected, and Kestrel and Moorin returned to her suite, where they found her belongings had been transported from the ship. “I would leave you so that you could have some privacy, but I’m afraid I’m not sure where Ruelin’s own chambers are,” Kestrel told the elven countess when they were alone in her room again.


  “I’ll leave if you would like to have some time to collect your thoughts,” he added.


  “What is your name?” Moorin asked, looking at him as she rose from her seat and started to walk towards the windows.


  “You should call me Ruelin. Anything else in this building will be dangerous,” he answered.


  She opened one of the glass double doors and looked out at the horizon. “I don’t know what to think about you,” she said softly. “But this is a terrible place, to feed live people to those monsters.


  “You were right to forbid that. It may cause trouble, but it was correct,” she said as she turned to look at him. “Gods help us,” she murmured.


  There was a knock at the door, and the two of them looked at one another. “Say lots of prayers, Moorin,” Kestrel told her as he walked to the door.


  “Majesty,” a young page stood at the door. “There’s to be a state dinner to celebrate your safe return.”


  “Meaning I should be getting dressed and ready?” Kestrel asked.


  The young page silently nodded.


  “Wait here just a second,” Kestrel told the boy, then leaned back into Moorin’s room. “I’m going to follow this boy to my rooms and change, and then I’ll come back to join you to go to dinner. Is that alright?”


  “That plan sounds as good as any,” she agreed. “I’ll wait here for you.”


  Kestrel stepped out into the hallway and told the boy to lead him to his own suite.


  The trip turned out to be much further than Kestrel had expected. They traveled a long hall and turned a corner before they reached a doorway where two guards stood at attention. The men pulled the doors open as Kestrel arrived. “Thank you,” he told the page as he prepared to enter the room, then he said “thank you” again to the guards.


  He found that when the doors closed behind him he stood in a large, elaborate hall, one that was decorated with sensuousness and overwrought elaborate fashion that was in stark contrast to the military rigor seen throughout the rest of the palace. The hall stretched out before him, with several doors leading to rooms on either side, and a pair of doors at the end that stood open to reveal sunlight in the room at the end of the hall.


  Kestrel walked down the hall wondering what was behind so many doors, and then he passed through the double doors and stopped to gape in wonder. It was a bedroom, presumably the prince’s bedroom. It was much more than a bedroom. There was a small pool surrounded by potted trees, and a fireplace in the middle of the room that was open to view on all sides. There was a small bar area, where several bottles were lined up in shelves. There was a bed, a very large bed. And there were women – three nude women who rose from their chairs and walked towards him.


  “Welcome back, our prince!” one of them said cheerily as she approached.


  “I’m sorry, am I in the wrong room?” Kestrel immediately asked as he stared at a spot on the wall just above the women’s heads. “I wasn’t expecting to find three women here.”


  “Did you want more of us here? Shall we invite Chaindree to join as well? Isn’t that old elf princess giving you what you want?” the girls asked.


  “Stop. Put some robes on,” Kestrel commanded.


  The girls did stop, and looked at Kestrel inquisitively, not advancing, but not moving towards any clothing. “Is this some new game you’ve thought of?” one of them asked.


  “Yes,” Kestrel hastily agreed, “it’s a game. Let’s pretend that I’m a stranger to the palace, and I’m possibly a prude, so you girls have to act delicately and be proper and slow and cautious in how we act with one another. That will help me prepare for my wedding night with my new bride.


  “She’s, she’s different from us,” he lamely finished.


  “It’s a very odd game, my prince, but we will obey,” the dark-skinned woman agreed, and the trio passed him and went down the hall behind him, where they each opened individual doors and stepped into rooms, then came out moments later with sheer robes drawn about them.


  “That may not be what you would wear around strangers,” Kestrel said as he shook his head, “but it’s an improvement.


  “Now,” he realized he had stumbled onto a ruse that might have some longer-lasting value until he had a fuller understanding of the circumstances he was in, “pretend I’m that stranger, and I’ve just come in here to take a bath and clean up, then I want to change into fine clothes. What would you tell me to do?”


  And so, through his strange gambit of pretending to pretend he was who he was, he was cleaned and clothed and able to leave the overbearing suite with his morals intact, and stroll back to Moorin’s room. When he arrived he found that the door was slightly ajar, and he entered the room cautiously, then was horrified to discover Namber of Graylee sitting on a chair in Moorin’s bedroom, talking to her as she sat rigidly in another chair.


  “I hope you don’t mind that I stole a few moments of your bride’s time to come chat with her. She is such a ravishing beauty that it’s hard to stay away from her, unless of course, you’ve got a half dozen other beauties tucked away in the palace somewhere,” Namber said in a condescending tone. “Isn’t that right Ruelin?”


  “I can’t imagine a half dozen beauties anywhere that could lure any man away from Moorin,” Kestrel replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I believe the lady needs to get ready.”


  “She’s welcome to get ready,” Namber answered. “I’m not holding her up. I’ll even offer to help.”


  “And I’ll remind you she is my betrothed and under my protection, so you’ll leave this room now, and never return without my prior permission,” Kestrel felt his outrage towards Namber explode, and he took a step towards the man.


  The former prince of Graylee gave a sneering smile, and deliberately took his time rising from the chair he had sat in. “Oh, don’t be so hasty Ruelin. You’ve got so many playmates tucked away around the palace, there’s no reason why Moorin shouldn’t have a few playmates too, or shouldn’t be someone else’s playmate perhaps,” he spoke, then turned and slowly walked out of the room.


  “Thank you Ruelin,” Moorin said. “He came in as soon as you left, and he started telling me such outrageous stories, about how a replica of me had lived in his palace with him, and been enchanted by him. He told me some things about myself that are true that he absolutely shouldn’t know. It was creepy,” she said.


  “And it reminded me of that time Kestrel tried to talk to me at my father’s house. Thank goodness you came and put an end to that,” she finished. “Now, will you help me out of these things?” she turned her back to him, and he cautiously unbuttoned the back of her dress. Every time his fingers touched her flesh he felt as if the tips were burned with temptation, and he stopped the task as quickly as he could.


  “We’ll have to get a maid in here to help you,” he told her as he spun away.


  “Namber was right,” he told her as he listened to the rustle of cloth, “Ruelin does have several woman companions in the palace. I met a few of them in his suite.”


  “Is that why you took so long? You had to sample the wares?” Moorin asked with surprising bitterness.


  His head turned around to look at her in surprise, before he recollected that she had broken off her engagement with Aurelia’s brother, Prince York, because of his infidelity. “No,” he answered sharply. “I didn’t sample them. Just as I haven’t sampled you either since I’ve occupied this body, or made any improper moves, I hope.”


  “No Ruelin, you’ve been a gentleman,” Moorin agreed, mollified.


  Half an hour later, as a servant knocked on the door, Kestrel clasped a necklace behind Moorin’s back, and she pronounced that she was ready to depart for the dinner. The servant led them to one of the public rooms they had seen earlier in their tour of the palace, where Kestrel saw that the dinner was to be a large public affair, with scores of diners in the room.


  Probst, the Uniontown ambassador, was the first to approach Kestrel when they arrived in the room. “Your majesty is reported to be upset since returning. Was your journey unpleasant? Namber reports that you were unusually curt with him.”


  “Namber is weak and unwanted. Why does Uniontown even bother to continue to support someone like that who has lost three wars?” Kestrel asked bluntly.


  “Namber remains compliant, and therefore useful,” Probst purred. “We keep him and who knows, he may prove useful as a replacement for someone else who proves less willing to be a loyal ally,” the ambassador obliquely threatened, then walked away from Kestrel and Moorin.


  Kestrel looked at Moorin grimly, then took her arm and moved away from the ambassador. They stood together near the head table and began an unofficial greeting line, as person after person lined up to introduce themselves to Moorin, commenting on her loveliness and welcoming her to Seafare. Kestrel stood silently and listened to the introductions, trying to judge whether each person who spoke was part of the Viathin conspiracy or not, attempting to learn who was trustworthy and who was treacherous.


  At length a servant approached and humbly asked the head couple to be seated at the table. Kestrel led Moorin up to the dais, and they stood at the center of the head table, as the other seats filled in around them. As long as Kestrel remained standing he knew that everyone else would have to as well, and he remained on his feet as every other diner stood behind their own chair, looking at him, fidgeting and wondering why there was the long delay in sitting.


  “Tonight, I wish to toast my lovely betrothed,” he raised a glass, “to the woman who was my fortunate fate to fall in love with, and to who I pledge my loyalty and devotion. I will rescue her and save her from any and all troubles that are within my power to end.”


  The two of them looked into each other’s eyes as Kestrel spoke, and he saw the kind warmth at first, and then a spark of alarm at the end of his toast, before they clicked their glasses together.


  People started to shuffle their chairs, thinking that the time to take a seat had come, but Kestrel remained standing, and those who had already sat slowly retook their own feet, grumbling at the further delay.


  “And to make this nation worthy of such a future princess, I devote the future of my reign to bringing back honesty and integrity to this palace and this nation. Here’s a toast to nations who have values that are dignified and in the best interest of their people, not just their masters,” he looked directly at Probst as he spoke, then raised his glass and took a sip.


  All throughout the room there was confusion as people tried to decipher the meaning of Kestrel’s cryptic toast, and some raised their glasses while others didn’t, but all sat down as soon as Kestrel held Moorin’s chair for her.


  “I believe you are not Ruelin, and I know who you are,” Moorin leaned over and whispered in his ear. “You’re not as bad as I thought, perhaps, but you’re too brave and too foolish. Don’t keep poking them with a stick.” She straightened herself and sat upright at her place.


  Kestrel knew he had said too much. He had given ammunition to both Moorin and the Viathins’ forces in Seafare. He picked up his glass of wine and took a long sip, then set the glass down. There were small pieces of meat on the plates in front of each diner, and he used his fork to take a bite of one such piece. It had a surprisingly tough texture, and a taste he didn’t recognize. He looked around the room, and saw that some people were eating their small meats with relish, while others were not touching theirs at all; the people who he had identified as Uniontown supporters were the ones inclined to eat the meat, and he had a sudden horrible premonition.


  He raised his hand to his mouth and spit the meat out, then used his other hand to clamp it forcefully around Moorin’s wrist as she used a fork to raise a bite to her own mouth, stopping the tines just an inch away from her lips.


  “What are you doing?” she hissed.


  “I think it’s human flesh,” he answered. “I think they’re cannibals.” He released his grip on her wrist, and watched the marks of his fingers fade.


  Moorin’s face turned white, and she hastily put her fork back down on her plate. “Are you sure?” she whispered as she regained her composure.


  “I don’t recognize the taste, and the people who are eating it and liking it are all the people I know I don’t trust,” Kestrel answered. He pushed his plate away from him, and saw that many of those in the audience were watching the whispered tete-a-tete at the head table.


  Moorin pushed her plate away too, and Kestrel took another drink from his wine. He felt a fuzziness in his head, and shook his head slowly as he blinked his eyes. It was the wine, he realized. The human body he occupied was reacting to the wine, and was getting drunk from the two long gulps he had taken.


  He motioned towards a servant, who hurried over to see what the prince wanted. “I’ll drink water instead of wine,” he said. “Please bring me some.”


  “What was that about?” Moorin asked quietly.


  “I’m not used to wine, and I don’t want to be drunk,” Kestrel answered.


  “You’re really an elf, aren’t you Kestrel?” she pressed.


  He closed his eyes and took a dead breath.


  “Yes,” he said quietly.


  “Why?” Moorin paused as a servant took away their dishes and placed new ones in front of them.


  “Why are you doing this? Why are you stalking me? How did you even manage to switch into Ruelin’s body?” she asked.


  Kestrel looked out at the eyes focused once again on the intense conversation. “I didn’t make the switch happen,” he replied. “I don’t know how it happened. After you left the harbor on the ship I decided to leave the Northern Forest because you had left, and you were the only reason I had gone there. The imps were carrying me away, only something went wrong, terribly wrong on the journey. When I woke up I was on the ship with you, and you’ve been by my side ever since.


  “Can we talk about this later, privately?” he asked.


  “We shall,” she agreed in a monotone.


  They ceased talking to each other and ate in relative silence. Kestrel asked the person on his other side how the weather had been in his absence, and listened to a long story about multiple unrelated things throughout the entire next course, after which, Namber of Graylee stood up, and the room grew quiet.


  I want to thank Prince Ruelin for sharing the sight of his beautiful bride with us tonight, and I look forward to knowing her much better,” he said as he raised his glass. “Here’s a toast to the friendship of Seafare and Graylee, an ever closer relationship with each other and our friends in Uniontown. I look forward to the assistance you will provide when I lead the campaign to take back control of my capital and impose discipline on the unruly mob that currently rules there.”


  Kestrel knew that he had to control his temper. He had already made too many mistakes, said too many things in his first few hours at the palace to be able to afford many more. He had to remember his training as a spy, he suddenly realized, when he had focused on blending in, on causing no problems and drawing no attention. They were the actions and the traits he had criticized Wren for not possessing, when his cousin had been too blunt and confrontational, just as he was being now.


  Except when he had been a spy it had been for a purpose – to gather information – and with a known ending – his pretensions had ended when he left the humans. In his present circumstances there was no clear ending, and no purpose, except to protect Moorin.


  He realized that the room was waiting to see him raise his glass in response to Namber’s toast, and he slowly raised his glass halfway up, enough to signal that the others in the room should join in the toast.


  “And here’s to the success of our campaign,” Namber continued; it was evident to Kestrel that the man had drunk a great deal of wine, as his words slurred. “When Greater Graylee, including Hydrotaz, have returned to order, we will launch the war to wipe out completely the evil, nasty, despicable, quarrelsome, filthy elves of the Eastern Forest.


  “With all apologies to your lovely bride from our friends the Northern elves,” he belatedly added. And he raised his glass again.


  Kestrel slammed his glass down on the table, hard, and Moorin reached beneath the table to grab his forearm and squeeze it, urging him to remain calm, just as he had told himself moments ago that he needed to remain calm.


  He shook Moorin off and stood up abruptly. “No,” he said loudly. “There is no cause for anyone in Seafare to drink to the harm of any person from any other nation, elven or human. We have enough suffering and need among our own people that I will not toast the notion of spreading pain among others. I will drink a toast to peace and friendship among the nations that are led by men and women of good will.” And he raised his own glass to that cause.


  Namber was looking at him with murderous eyes, and Probst was studying him thoughtfully, he saw, as every table was engaged in strenuous debate over the battling toasts.


  There was a movement in the corner of his eye, and he saw that Moorin was standing, calling attention to herself, and as the room quieted down, she raised her own glass. Was she going to offer a third toast, Kestrel wondered. Would she expose his identity?


  “I raise a toast to the man who I’ve known these past few hours, whose abilities in battle fought off attacks by three pirate ships in the course of our approach to Seafare. He knows how to wage war, and yet his words call for peace. Here’s to our prince!” she called out, and she clinked her glass against Kestrel’s, which was still raised.


  Throughout the room the people at the tables stood and toasted, relieved to have a neutral yet positive toast to respond to.


  “You’re a better diplomat than I am,” Kestrel gently murmured, seeing that for the moment the tension in the room had been defused.


  “Kiss me,” Moorin instructed him.


  “What? Now?” his head reared back.


  “I just gave a toast that complimented you, and you’re madly in love with me, so show the people your depth of infatuation, and kiss me,” she told him, turning to face him.


  He closed his eyes, and realized that though his heart had been racing before, it was pounding wildly in his chest now, while his face felt flushed and warm. He put his glass on the table and took her glass from her hand to place it on the table too, then wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips against hers, and he bent over her and dipped her backwards, making the man beside her shift out of the way.


  His lips were firmly against hers, and he felt her lips part slightly. And then he thought he heard his name – Kestrel – being called, and he raised himself upward, still kissing Moorin as he lifted her as well. He finished the kiss, and looked around. The room was breaking out in raucous applause, but he saw no one who could have known who he was, or would have called his name.


  Moorin was looking at him with an indecipherable expression. Then spoke. “Now is the time to leave. Give them something cheerful to remember as you part. Leave the party on a high note,” she said discreetly.


  Kestrel nodded at her wisdom. “Are you ready to go?” he asked as he looked at her, and watched her give a tiny nod.


  He raised his hand over his head, and the room grew quieter. “Thank you all for being here tonight, and for your friendship. Moorin and I have had a long day, and will retire now for the night, but all of you are welcome to remain and enjoy our hospitality.” He took Moorin’s hand and began to lead her from the hall, as another round of applause and catcalls arose in the room.


  A bevy of servants were caught flat-footed by the unexpected departure and ran after Kestrel. “My lord, do you wish to have the rest of your meal delivered to your rooms?” a maid asked in a fearful tone.


  “What was for dessert?” Kestrel asked with a smile as they stopped in the hall.


  “Strawberries, my lord,” the woman replied.


  “Do you like strawberries?” Kestrel asked Moorin.


  “More than anything else,” she smiled back at him.


  “Would you please bring the strawberries up to Lady Moorin’s room?” Kestrel asked. “Enough for two of us?” he clarified, then led Moorin on the way as they walked back to the residential wing, accompanied by two guards. Kestrel wondered who had assigned the guards, and what their purpose was, but he asked no questions as they reached Moorin’s suite and entered the room.


  “This is a nightmare,” Moorin moaned as she sat down on the bed.


  “What are you doing here, and what are your plans? Or will you just keep going from provocation to provocation until they react and imprison you or kill you?” she asked. “And what happens to me if you die? For that matter, what happens to me if you live?”


  And at that moment Kestrel realized whose voice he had heard in the banquet hall.


  Dewberry!” he said out loud excitedly. “Dewberry, Dewberry!”


  “What are you babbling?” Moorin asked.


  Kestrel didn’t answer, as he looked around the room expectantly. He waited for long, silent seconds.


  “Kestrel?” Moorin snapped her fingers. “Ruelin?”


  “I thought a sprite was going to come visit us,” Kestrel said softly, as he held his hand aloft in a gesture to forestall interruption.


  “We can’t count on little blue people showing up to save us Kestrel. This is a serious situation. We’re two people alone who have to rely on each other against everyone else in the palace if we’re going to stay alive, Kere help me that I must rely upon you of all people. And some of these people are crazy! When Namber was in here earlier, he was telling me that I had been his guest at his palace in Graylee, rescued after pirates caught my ship.”


  “He’s almost right,” Kestrel turned to face her.


  “Last year, there was a woman in the Graylee palace who looked exactly like you,” Kestrel said softly, walking over towards Moorin and squatting on the floor so that he looked at her eye-to-eye as she sat on the edge of her bed. “She spoke like you. She even kissed like you.


  “She was you, in every way; she knew the details of your life and she told the story of being kidnapped by pirates on the way to Seafare, then given away and held at the Graylee palace by an infatuated Namber.


  “I was waging war against Namber in the palace at that time, setting some prisoners free, and I was injured. I tried to hide in a little house on the palace grounds that turned out to be your refuge, and you – or she – hid me there. We escaped together,” he told her, “and we were fleeing east. I promised that I was going to send you back to Kirevee. On the journey we traveled together, and hid together, and lived together for days and days and days.


  “And we fell in love and agreed to plan to become engaged,” he looked away from her as he spoke, embarrassed, wondering why he was letting all of this spill out in front of her.


  “But in Hydrotaz we were hunted down by elf-haters, and then I surrendered myself to try to save you, but the Moorin that I was with turned into a Viathin, a monster, an advanced form of the lizard monsters we saw in that pool, and in the battle it died,” he hung his head.


  “And that’s the story of you, to me, and to Namber in a sense, the story of the Moorin we both knew, used as bait to ensnare us both into loving the most beautiful woman who ever lived. There was a perfect replica of you, and I was in love with you, and it said it loved me. But now here you are, the real you, and the memory of that relationship is completely meaningless to you, even while it consumes and drives me; and I’m not even in my own body, and this is a mess. And the real you, a wonderful, witty, intelligent, beautiful woman, you have no love for me at all,” he mumbled, then looked up in surprise as they heard the door to the suite open, and moments later the serving lady wheeled in a cart with a large plate of strawberries, bowls and spoons, and a pitcher of cream.


  “As you requested, your highness,” she did not make eye contact, but quickly curtsied and exited from the room.


  Kestrel casually strolled over and picked up a handful of strawberries and brought them back to his position as he squatted in front of Moorin again. He pulled one strawberry out, and watched as Moorin raised her head and opened her mouth wide.


  “It’s like feeding a baby bird,” he said. With a forced smile, while feeling despondent over having revealed his misled infatuation to her, he popped the strawberry into her mouth and watched her enjoy eating the fruit. As soon as she was done she opened her mouth again, and Kestrel fed her a second strawberry.


  “You should dip them in the cream,” she murmured. He walked over and brought the pitcher, then did as she suggested. She made a small sound of contentment as she ate the berry, and a drop of juice escaped from the corner of her mouth. Kestrel carefully reached across to press it upward with his finger, and then brushed the tip against her lips, and let her tongue wipe his finger clean.


  His breath was coming faster he realized, and her own cheeks were faintly blushed.


  “You loved me when you thought you knew me?” she asked in a husky voice. “With all your heart and soul?”


  “I did,” he answered.


  “And what about me? Did I love you back?” she wanted to know.


  “I don’t think she – her – you did as much as I loved you. You were afraid. You’d been engaged twice already in the year, and you didn’t know what exactly was right – you didn’t trust your own heart,” he admitted, and then looked away from her upon hearing a loud banging at the door.


  “Prince Ruelin, you are placed under observation by the Royal Council,” A gruff voice spoke, and the sound of the door opening was followed by the stamp of boots, and a half dozen soldiers entered Moorin’s room.


  Kestrel stood slowly and looked at the officer in charge. “What does that mean?”


  “We are ordered to take you to your observatory in the tower, and to make sure you stay there,” the major said.


  “And then what will happen?” Kestrel asked.


  “Your majesty, I do not know, and I will not decide,” the man was clearly nervous about the role he played.


  “Will my betrothed come with me?” Kestrel felt fear starting to creep into his soul, as he began to realize what could be on the verge of happening.


  “We have no orders concerning her. She will remain here,” the officer said. Kestrel let his hand grope down to find Moorin’s hand and clasp it tightly. “Do I have your pledge that she will be treated respectfully and kept safe?” he asked.


  “Sir, I have orders respecting only moving you to the tower,” the officer underscored.


  “Then I want you to post two men at her door to keep her safe until I come back. In return, I pledge I will give you no trouble on the way to the tower. Do you have the decency to do that?” Kestrel’s voice sounded harsh in his own ears.


  The man looked at two men and motioned. “They will remain here until dawn, outside her door, to assure your lady’s safety,” the officer conceded.


  Kestrel turned towards Moorin, who quickly stood. “Ruelin,” she said, then as they embraced, she whispered in his ear, “Kestrel, I don’t want you to go.”


  “I see no way to stop this, and under these circumstances, you’ll be safe,” Kestrel answered quietly.


  “But you won’t. Oh, I don’t want you to go. You don’t deserve this,” Moorin began to cry.


  “Your majesty, we must go now,” the officer interrupted.


  “I’ll return as soon as I can,” Kestrel told Moorin. He bent his face down to hers. “Don’t let them see you cry,” he whispered, then he kissed her lips, and pulled away from her, as she turned to face the window and hide her tears.


  The walk to the tower was silent, and brief. Only five minutes were needed to travel the corridors to where a squad of guards stood outside a metal door set in cut stones. Kestrel was escorted to the top, to an empty room where there was only a table with a candle and a pair of chairs, and four windows looking out over the moonlit palace grounds. The officer left without saying anything to Kestrel, who knew how bad a sign the man’s silence was.


  Kestrel walked around the inside circle of the tower room, looking out each window. From the fourth window he could see the glass-enclosed pool where the Viathins were resting. If I had Lucretia I could possibly hit them from here, he thought to himself. The thought sunk in, and he raised his head with hope for the first time in hours. “Lucretia!” he called out loud, then sat down at a table to wait.


  There was no telling whether the knife, the enchanted knife, would respond to his call when it came from the strange, human, foreign body, but there was hope. Kestrel couldn’t fathom how distant the knife might be, and how long the trip to his hand might take, but he prayed that he had set it in motion, so that he could look forward to having his marvelous weapon in his hands again.


  The time seemed to pass ever so slowly as he sat and waited for the knife to arrive, and his hope began to falter. In desperation, he began to wonder what else he could do to save his life.


  “Dewberry,” he called again. “Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry, Dewberry,” he chanted slowly, over and over again.


  And suddenly the sprite was in the room with him! She appeared in midair, in the middle of the room, and stared at him. “Where is Kestrel?” she demanded in elvish. “I felt him call me from here.”


  “I may not look the same, but I am Kestrel, Dewberry dearest,” he replied in the same language as he leapt to his feet.


  “I know my Kestrel, and you are not him! Where is he hiding?” the sprite floated away from Kestrel, keeping her distance.


  “Who rescued you from the wolf at the healing spring when you had that rash on your arm? Who did you steal an arrow for at the elven archery tournament at Center Trunk? Who did you call upon the first time Jonson tried to fight a monster lizard, and got bit nearly in two?” Kestrel fired out the questions.


  “I know these things because I am Kestrel!” he answered for her. “I am your true friend, the one who would marry you, or at least ravish you, if only you were large enough! What do you think makes me want to take you to the healing spring waters so often?” he grinned at the sprite.


  “Kestrel?” she said softly. “That is Kestrel’s smile! The body is wrong, and the face is wrong, and the voice is wrong, but that is your smile! I’ve found you at last!”


  There was a clatter at the window, and Lucretia came bouncing off the window frame and flew into his hand.


  “And there’s the last proof I could ask for!” she said, and she flew at Kestrel and clung to him in a desperate hug.


  “You do not smell as good in this body, Kestrel friend,” she told him. “What has happened to you?”


  “Yet you look and smell better than ever, my heart of hearts,” Kestrel told her. “I can always count on your love. Did you call for me earlier this evening? I thought I heard your voice.”


  “I know that in your dreams you surely hear my voice, besotted Kestrel love, but I did in fact yearn for you not long ago as well. Where is this dreary place? Why are you here?” Dewberry asked. “Did you turn down the advances of some importune matriarch and tell her that she could not match my youthful bloom? Has she punished you with this imprisonment?”


  “I am here awaiting my execution, I fear, and a woman who I love is elsewhere in the palace, in grave danger. And there are monster lizards nearby, spreading their poisonous evil powers,” Kestrel answered. “The world did not look like a good place until you and Lucretia arrived. Now I know it will be alright.”


  “Lucretia? Lucretia? Kestrel dolt, you should have said only me! You should think of only me! Forget the knife! I am your paramount paramour, silly elf,” Dewberry said affectionately.


  “Now, what must I do to save you from this predicament you’ve gotten yourself into?” she asked.


  “If you can call Stillwater and the others to come, please tell them to bring a staff and a bow and arrows,” he said. “And ask them if they can find Wren, and bring my cousin as well.”


  “You want Wren?” Dewberry confirmed. “Not the Margo human?”


  “Yes,” Kestrel assured her.


  “Not Picco, the human girl with who you ooh la la?”


  “No,” Kestrel blushed. There was a slamming sound of a door somewhere in the tower.


  “Not Lucretia, or the wonderful doctor elf, Alicia, or even the first human girl, Merilla? Only Wren?” the sprite continued to toy with the elf.


  “Please Dewberry!” Kestrel pleaded. “That may be the executioner coming.”


  “Stillwater is already with Wren, and he has told her to grab weapons for you and prepare,” Dewberry assured Kestrel. They should be here about,” she paused, and suddenly Wren arrived with her escort of imps, now.”


  “Kestrel, is that truly you? This is what Ruelin’s body appears as?” Wren faced him and studied him carefully as she spoke in the human tongue. “It’s not a bad look; he’s not an unattractive fellow. I’d say you traded up.” She paused, then grinned.


  “Why did you call me here?” she asked, “And how do I know you’re really Kestrel?”


  What was Kestrel’s mother’s name?” she asked.


  “Merepoule,” he replied.


  “Who is the arms trainer at Firheng?” Wren fired back.


  “Arlen,” Kestrel said shortly. “Now listen,” they heard the sound of boots on the stairs.


  “Those are probably executioners coming up the stairs for me.”


  “How do I know you don’t deserve that?” Wren asked with a straight face.


  “I’ve insulted Namber of Graylee, who is here in exile, comfortable exile, and I’ve challenged the rule of Uniontown’s values,” Kestrel answered. “I want to fight off these executioners, then I want to go kill the Viathins that live in this palace, and then I need to go find a friend in the palace as soon as possible,” he explained.


  “A particular friend?” Wren asked.


  “Yes,” Kestrel closed his eyes, then heard the boots reach the landing outside his door. Wren threw a staff to him, and moved herself behind where the door opened, while motioning for Kestrel to move to the far side of the room.


  “All of you, up there,” she gestured to the ceiling space above the door as she gave the imps directions in elvish, and they moved there just as the door opened.


  Seven men entered the room, none of them familiar to Kestrel; two of them held drawn swords, and they all bore grim looks. “My lord, your time has ended,” the leader of the group said.


  “Do you mean to slay me?” Kestrel asked.


  “We are ordered to do so, promptly and painlessly if possible,” the guard leader said.


  Kestrel flipped Lucretia at the man, then charged at the group with his staff held ready, as Wren clubbed a man from behind with her staff, and stabbed another with her sword. The imps descended upon two other men, distracting them by pulling their hair and jabbing small knives at their faces, so that in less than a minute the members of the execution squad were dead or disabled.


  “That worked well. Thank you for some exercise, Kestrel,” Wren said. “Life has been decidedly more boring while you were not around.”


  “How did it happen that the imps found you so quickly?” Kestrel asked as they bound up the wounded prisoners.


  “I was on a ship,” she spoke in elvish again, so that their wounded captives would not understand them, “with the imps, and Creata and Picco and Ruelin. We were sailing on our way here to find you, to find his body,” she answered. “Our ship is only about two days away.”


  “Stillwater,” Kestrel called as he stood and pointed out the window. “Can you take Wren and I down to that doorway, where the two guards are?”


  “Huddle together, the two of you, and all of us will carry you together,” the imp answered.


  “As soon as we arrive, you get your closest guard and I’ll get mine,” Kestrel told Wren, “then we’ll go in through the door.


  “There may be a dozen monster lizards in the pool. As soon as we start attacking, they’ll call reinforcements to come, and they’ll fight back as best they can.


  “Stillwater, see that window with the light on? “ Kestrel pointed to a location far across the palace grounds. “Take us there if we need to get away quickly,” he directed, then waited for Wren to pick up her staff and come hug him as the imps and Dewberry gathered around.


  “Would you wish for me to go get Jonson and bring him and other monster lizard hunters, so that you can destroy the evil monsters faster?” Dewberry asked.


  “Yes,” Kestrel said immediately. “That would be most helpful. We’ll wait five minutes to give them time to grab weapons and get here,” he told the sprite, then released Wren and leaned back against the wall, as Dewberry disappeared to go bring more hunters.


  There was a sound that drifted up from the stairwell below. More guards were on the way, apparently coming to check on the delayed return of those who had carried out the grisly regicide they had been sent to perform, or perhaps sent to kill the killers. As they heard the new set of executioners approach, Wren, Kestrel, and the imps took the same positions they had used when they had ambushed the previous guards who arrived.


  “Wren,” Kestrel said suddenly, “do you know where the water of Decimindion is? If we had it, we could start using it here, tonight.”


  “It’s on the ship with Creata. After being in your body with us, and being set free of the Viathin influence, Ruelin realized what was happening to Seafare, and he thought we should bring the water skin to the city with us,” Wren agreed.


  “We can start tonight. Killcen, would you go back and get it?” Kestrel directed the imp, as the boot steps drew closer, and watched the imp disappear just as the door open.


  Another half dozen guards entered the room, and looked at Kestrel in surprise, as he calmly stood at the furthest distance from the door. They looked around and saw the bodies of their dead and bound companions, and saw Wren standing behind them.


  “If you surrender now, we will not harm you,” Kestrel told them.


  “”Who is she, and how are you still alive, my lord?” the leader of the second set of guards asked. “And what makes you believe the two of you can threaten the six of us?”


  “The proof is those men against the wall,” Kestrel said, as he held his knife ready. “Tonight is the beginning of the end of the nightmare that has engulfed Seafare. If you surrender, you can live to see better days in your nation.”


  One of the guards cursed and spit at Kestrel, who immediately threw his knife, and a short battle began. As Wren and Kestrel started to wield their staves, Jonson and a dozen other imps, bearing long metal rods appeared in the space at the top of the room.


  “This one is Kestrel,” Dewberry shouted protectively, hovering near Ruelin’s body, and the guards who still lived ceased fighting in amazement at the appearance of the new force.


  “Friend Jonson, I am so pleased to see the king of the imps here to participate in the slaughter of the monster lizards,” Kestrel spoke in elvish, then looked at the four remaining guards.


  “Drop your weapons, and go sit by the other captives,” he switched to the human language again.


  “My lord, you speak the language of these monsters?” one of the new captives asked.


  “They are imps and one sprite, not monsters, and yes, I share a language with them,” he replied. “Wren is there a skin of healing water on the ship?” he asked.


  When she nodded, he sent Odare to fetch it, just as Killcen returned with the skin of water from Decimindion, and Kestrel ordered all the conscious guards to take a drink from the bag. Each man seemed to shudder and momentarily pass out as the water had an impact on them, then two of them knelt to Kestrel.


  “Forgive us, my prince,” one of them said, “for our actions.”


  As Odare returned, Kestrel shared the healing water with the three injured guards who were hurt in the first battle in the tower. He had a small band of followers now, men he could use for whatever was to come.


  “You all are to stay here and protect this tower as our safe refuge for now,” he told them. “We others will go to carry out some much needed errands, and we will return, and we will begin to make Seafare a better place once again with your help.


  “Jonson, are you and your warriors ready?” he asked, then had the imps carry he and Wren down to the entrance to the pool, where they immediately slew the guards and opened the door so that their assassination squad could enter the dark, humid pool space.


  One of the Viathins grunted at the sound of the door and the flow of the cooler, outdoor evening air into the space the pool was in. The imps floated across the space above the water, spreading out to arrange themselves above the Viathins, and waited for Kestrel’s command. “We are here to begin setting another nation free from your destruction,” he spoke loudly to the floating entities. “With your death, the liberation of Seafare is underway,” he told them.


  “Now, Jonson,” he called in elvish to the imps, and the long spikes began to plunge downward. Kestrel saw one thrashing animal escape death, and he threw his knife, while he heard Wren’s bow string twang, the sound distinctive amid the bellowing and thrashing of the dying monsters in the water.


  The door behind Kestrel flew open, and an officer of the guard, with a squad of followers who held torches burst into the pool space.


  “My prince, what is happening?” the men stopped and gazed in astonishment at the multitude of imps who were illuminated by the flames.


  “We thought that you,” the man paused, “we heard,” he started again. “What have you done to the pets, oh my lord?!” he saw the black stains that floated atop the water, the blood from the now dead Viathins coating the pool.


  “Jonson,” Kestrel spoke in elvish, “send one of your men to get the skin of Decimindion’s water – hurry!”


  “I am here to restore the rule of decency and humanity to our nation,” Kestrel spoke in a deliberative voice. “You and your men will be among the first to help me do so.” One of the imps appeared at Kestrel’s side, drawing gasps from the astonished guards as it handed the water skin to Kestrel.


  “You speak their language, my lord?” one of the men asked.


  “Do you command them as your servants?” another asked.


  “Here, each of you drink from this,” Kestrel held the skin out to the leading officer.


  “These imps are our allies against the evil of the monsters in this pool. They, and the good men of Graylee, and the elves, will all stand by us to help Seafare become free again,” he said as he watched the skin pass from hand to hand among the score of men who had crowded into the room. Some men reacted, feeling the impact of the control by the Viathins being broken, while others – those who had not been under control – simply passed the skin on without any impact following their own sip of the water.


  “Wren, take half these men and go to the tower where I was prisoner,” he told his cousin, “and take control of the tower, then call our friends down from the top and hold it until I send further instructions.


  “The other half of your men, and you, captain,” he spoke to the officer, “are going to take me to Lady Moorin’s suite as quickly as possible to make sure she is still safe.”


  “Your dream girl lives?” Wren asked in elvish. “Is this real this time?”


  Kestrel took back the skin of water from the last of the guards. “I believe it is real this time,” he told Wren. “And I intend to go make sure it stays real this time.”


  And with that, the two groups left the pool enclosure, where the dead carcasses of the monster lizards floated on the dark water.


  


  


  



  


  


  A preview of The Journey to Uniontown, the concluding volume in The Inner Seas Kingdoms Series…


  


  When the morning sun rose, the crew was exhausted. They had spent the entire night examining their new ship, learning where the supplies were, and securing their prisoners in a stout hold.


  Kestrel and the officers looked up when the lookout who was high in the mast reported that a ship was on the western horizon, headed towards them. Kestrel quickly climbed up the mast and joined the lookout, his elven vision allowing him to discern more details about the ship. “It’s a Uniontown ship,” he called down.


  “Intercept it and find out if it’s come from Seafare,” he told the captain. “If it’s not, we just let it go, but if it is, we need to get that messenger from the ambassador.”


  They floated serenely in their location, allowing the other ship to sail towards them, then moved towards it when the distance was at a minimum.


  “Halt! In the name of Uniontown, haul your sails down,” the captain of the ship called out to the approaching vessel.


  The approaching ship obediently slowed down and glided near the Graylee crew.


  “Do you come from Seafare?” Kestrel’s acting captain called. “Do you have a messenger aboard from ambassador Probst?”


  “We do; that’s right. How do you know, and what’s it to you?” the officer on the deck of the far ship called.


  “We’re under orders to take the messenger and all his luggage aboard immediately,” the Graylee officer said. Kestrel was proud of how well the man was playing his role. Kestrel tried to stay out of sight, high up the mast, a dirty hat pulled over his ears, his bow hidden close by, ready to go into service if things went badly. “We know because the masters told us to wait here for him,” the officer added.


  The Uniontown captain turned and spoke in a low voice to a junior officer, who left for a moment, then came right back. “He’ll be up directly; push a gangway over for him, will you?”


  The Graylee crew pushed the flimsy, narrow plank walk with the rope railings between the two ships, and moments later a man who was not in naval uniform came onto the deck and crossed over to Kestrel’s ship, as a pair of crew members carried over trunks of luggage, then returned to their own ship.


  “So I merit a special escort, do I?” the messenger asked jovially.


  “We’re on our way to launching a new war based on my message, but I suppose you already know that if you knew to be here to meet me,” he said.


  The Graylee crew hurriedly withdrew the gang plank.


  “Thank you for you cooperation, and have a pleasant journey,” the captain of Kestrel’s captured ship told the other; he was astonished at how easily things were going according to plan. He was anxious to move on before anything went wrong. He ordered the crew to raise the sails, and his ship started to pull away from the other, as he looked up into the sails to catch sight of Kestrel, wanting to see if the elf had any instructions to give from the height, or was ready to come down and give commands directly.


  Kestrel remained high up at the top reaches of the mast, remaining hidden as he waited for them to pull away from the other Uniontown ship. He was pleased they had successfully acquired the messenger, for that meant they had helped thwart the immediate launch of a new attack on Seafare. With winter coming on and the slowdown in commerce and activity the season would bring, it meant Seafare had time on its side to use the skin of water from Decimindion to inoculate its population against the Viathin influence. It meant that all of the kingdoms on the northern shores of the Inner Seas were free of Uniontown’s control. And though that was good, Kestrel realized that it meant Uniontown still controlled the forces of four or five kingdoms in the south, enough firepower for the Viathin threat to still endanger the freedom of the independent kingdoms of Kestrel’s friends.


  The other Uniontown ship was growing smaller on the horizon, Kestrel realized as he looked up. It was raising its own sails and preparing to go on to Uniontown, minus its deadly messenger. It seemed to be time for Kestrel to descend and talk to the captain of the ship.


  Just as he prepared to drop down, he saw a patch of the sea’s surface turn dark. The water started to roil at the spot fifty yards off the side of the ship, and Kestrel realized that another of the deadly oversized Viathin monsters was rising up from the depths of the sea. He notched an arrow on the string of his bow and aimed at the spot where the monster appeared ready to erupt upward, waiting for the horrible head to erupt from the water, again exposing the eyes, the vulnerable target that Kestrel intended to aim for.


  He kept watching the spot on the water, waiting for the cautious Viathin to arise, when suddenly there were shouts from below and bellows from behind, and Kestrel swiveled to see an unexpected monster rise up along the side of the ship. The scaly head rose over the side of the ship and its jaws fixed on a stationary crewman, then it jerked backwards and dragged its screaming victim downward in a fraction of a second, leaving the stunned crew scrambling to belatedly grab swords and pikes and weapons to protect themselves.


  Kestrel twisted his neck to look back at the other spot in the sea, the one that he had expected the monster to arise from, and saw that it was unchanged, still dark and troubled waters, though the monster had not arisen there.


  A new round of shouts arose on the side of the ship, and Kestrel drew back his bow again. The monster rose up from the water, moving fast, and Kestrel fired off a hurried shot that hit the monster in the snout as Kestrel quickly pulled another arrow and shot again, while the monster was swiftly withdrawing from the vicinity of the ship. His second shot bounced off the top of the Viathin’s skull, and then the monster was gone.


  Kestrel pulled out a third arrow, ready to shoot, while he heard the voice of their new passenger, Probst’s messenger from Seafare, call out, “Why are the masters attacking us? We are loyal to their orders!”


  “You may be, but we’re not,” Kestrel heard an unidentified crewman growl. “We want to kill the ugly monsters!”


  “What?” Kestrel heard the messenger scream, and then the water erupted in the front of the ship and the monster was directly in front of them. The helmsman instinctively wrenched the wheel, altering the course of the ship, causing Kestrel to grab for the mast to maintain his position, and making him miss his chance to shoot at the Viathin, as it crashed into the front of the ship, causing the whole hull to shudder.


  Kestrel let go of the mast and fired off a shot as he started to fall, then reached up and halted his plunge. The ship shuddered again as the sea monster reacted to Kestrel’s shot that went into its open mouth and pinned its tongue; the monster rose up off the prow where its head rested, making the ship rock further, and Kestrel fired another effective shot that hit it in the eye, then he lost his place and threw his bow aside as he began to fall.


  Kestrel reached for a passing rope, grabbed it and changed the trajectory of his plummet so that he headed towards the surface of the sea. Things were happening quickly, and he had a glimpse of the injured monster struggling away from the ship, staying on the surface as it awkwardly moved through the water.


  Kestrel pulled his sword from the scabbard on his hip while he was still falling towards the water. He landed on the sea’s surface with his legs churning, and he started running towards the wounded Viathin, which was on the far side of the ship. There was a cheer from the side of the ship as the crew lined the railing and saw Kestrel flying across the surface of the water.


  And then a sudden eruption occurred. It was around Kestrel, on all sides, making the water churn and boil in front of him and on either side of him. It was underneath him. It was a sudden roiling of the water and he was thrown off-balance, then suddenly he was off his feet, and surrounded by darkness in a hot, humid malodorous chamber that was as pitch black as a cavern. He bounced off something hard, then off something soft, and swallowed a mouthful of seawater as he was knocked and moved and shaken relentlessly. The inexplicable chamber shook, and knocked him halfway senseless as his head struck something hard, then he was suddenly engulfed in a tight, constricted cocoon that pushed and twisted and squeezed him.


  The air was terrible, full of noxious fumes, and then there was no air, as the soft sides of the cavern pressed against him, and to his horror Kestrel realized that he was being swallowed whole by a monster Viathin. There had been two of them seemingly, one that had actively attacked the boat, and one that had waited in ambush. It had succeeded in ambushing him, catching him unaware.


  Kestrel felt his own bile rise in his throat at the thought of being eaten by one of the monsters, only his fears were interrupted as the tight constrictions around him suddenly relaxed and he dropped into an open space, one with both shallow fluid that he knelt in and more of the toxic air that he inhaled deeply, then coughed out relentlessly.


  He tried to stand, but his head struck the roof of flesh above him before he even rose to waist height. The flesh below him quivered in a wave of activity, and he felt himself propelled backwards, further into the stomach of the creature.


  This was not how he was going to die, by the names of all the gods he knew, he vowed to himself. He was not going to be beaten and eaten by a monster; he was not going to be denied his chance to defeat all of the Viathins, to overcome Uniontown. He was not going to be denied his chance to see Moorin again, to tell her that he loved her, to kidnap her if he had to as a way to prevent her from marrying Ruelin.


  There was a wrenching in his soul, and he knew that his strong emotions had unleashed the power that lay within him, the dormant divine energy that Kai had shared with him. Instinctively, he spread his legs and his hands wide to stabilize his posture within the monster, then closed his eyes and clamped his mouth shut, as he felt the energy building to a catastrophic crescendo and abruptly release around him, exploding in all directions in a powerful eruption that exploded the Viathin apart from within.


  The monster was underwater, and Kestrel was suddenly inundated with the cold seawater. He opened his eyes, and saw the dark, murky, blood-tainted water of the sea contaminated with the remains of the monster all around him, making his eyes sting, but overhead was a dim glow, the direction that the sun, and air, and freedom lay in, and he stroked upwards towards the surface.


  Kestrel took a deep draught of air, fresh, clean sea air that filled his lungs with blessed relief, then fell back beneath the surface momentarily. He rose again and wiped the water from his eyes. He felt exhausted. He saw the ship nearby, and shouted loudly, as loudly as he could, then lay on his back and floated to rest for a minute. He raised his head and saw a small launch being lowered down the side of the ship, and he gave a sigh of relief, then gave another shout for help to give his rescuers a direction to move towards.


  He was spent. His body was limp and his mind was empty. He floated weakly on the surface of the water, waiting in a state of only half-consciousness until the dinghy pulled alongside and men’s strong arms grabbed him and pulled him onboard, and then he passed out.
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