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   When the afternoon arrived, Grange was relieved to finally be in motion.  He walked to the plaza, and took up a position so that he could watch the beginning of Hockis’s magic show.  He worried that the ringleader was going to wait for the late afternoon crowd.
 
   But Hockis arrived as early as Grange wanted, and just a minute later, Garrel drifted into view as well.
 
   That gave Grange a sense of relief.  Everything was in place, and suddenly all his worries melted away.  He would work the crowd and collect the money, same as always.  When they met to split up the profits, he’d tell his friends that he was finished with being a pickpocket, and wish them the best of luck, while he would move on with his plans to become a band member.
 
   He sauntered over to the location Hockis had chosen for the magic show, a location that was different from the usual spot, closer to the walls and further from the alleys that Grange always preferred to escape into.  Grange began to examine the audience, looking for the targets and a planned route that would yield the greatest profit.
 
   Hockis was in his performance, laughing with the audience and holding their attention, although he fumbled his first juggling in a very uncharacteristic manner.  
 
   “Now look at this volunteer over here,” he spoke loudly, giving Grange the clue that he was diverting attention to Garrel.  Grange was thankful that the pace had picked up to give him more time afterwards.  Accordingly, he sprang into action.
 
   He reached into the pocket of his first target and delicately squeezed his fingers around a heavy purse.  He pulled it free as he walked on towards his next mark, then abruptly was jerked backwards by the purse.  His eyes flew downward in astonishment, and he saw that a fine metal chain connected the purse to the inside of the pocket.  The owner of the purse shouted in a deep voice, and then chaos erupted around Grange.
 
   A man in front of him turned and swung a truncheon at his head, while another man landed a hand on his shoulder.  He thought he heard Garrel shout his name, and then a swarm of men had him surrounded, and were pummeling him into unconsciousness.
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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Grange was watching the crowd.   The crowd was watching the magician.  The magician was watching Garrel.  Everything was going according to plan.
 
   They were all gathered around the north side of the square, in the heart of the city of Fortune.  The crowd members were the tourists, the people who had traveled from the six kingdoms to see the beautiful city of Fortune, a city built with bright limestone, slabs of crystalline quartz cladding hung on the sides of the great temples, and even brick homes that were white, gray, and tan, instead of red or brown, as Grange was told was common for bricks in other cities.  It seemed like a city of light.
 
   The north side of the square was the most ancient side of the public gathering place.  The buildings were smaller, there were alleys and arched passages, and a there was a mix of shadows from the taller buildings on the south side of the square – all elements that Grange and Garrel and Hockis the magician recognized made the site advantageous for their purposes.
 
   The three of them ran a small-time pickpocket ring in the city, taking advantage of the foolish tourists and their lack of personal security.  They stole into the public square for a few minutes every few days, when they could sneak onto the turf of the bigtime professional thieves that possessed the territory through an arrangement with the local police.  It wasn’t easy to run the fugitive endeavor while trying to avoid the professional thieves, the police, and the occasional vigilant tourist or random do-gooder who might interfere, but Grange and the others managed to squeeze a few profitable minutes into every week.
 
   The beautiful glacier-clad mountains that surrounded the valley in which Fortune was nestled were visible in all directions.  They were another helpful distraction that drew the tourists’ eyes.  Grange paid them little attention; they were part of the background, an element of the city that had always been present.  He’d never even left the city to visit them, because he knew he could go any day he wanted to, if he ever wanted to.  He saw no need however, since there were no opportunities to carry out his thievery among the mountains.
 
   “Now we’re at the climax of our show,” Hockis told his crowd of watchers after his fourth trick.  “Everyone come in closer to see this,” he urged them.
 
   The members of the audience obediently jostled around and against one another, growing accustomed to the feel of other bodies bumping into them, just as Hockis and Grange intended.  The magician had called for the climax of his show earlier than Grange had anticipated, making the boy hustle towards the crowd to begin his pilfering, while beginning a sharp look around the square to try to detect any impending threat that might have hurried the magician.
 
   The patrol was entering the square, Grange saw.  The trio of uniformed men was walking casually, eating sausage rolls that they had probably just compelled some vendor to donate to them, and paying little attention to the occupants or activities of the square just yet.
 
   But the gendarmes would soon spot the cluster of tourists, and they would immediately know that the cat-and-mouse game was on.  They would be the cat, and Hockis, Grange, and Garrel would be the mice.  Which meant that Grange needed to work in lockstep with his partners, and begin to immediately gather such pickings as he could manage.
 
   His eyes were already scoping out the best targets, and the best pattern to follow, the path he could quickly travel to maximize the purses and pockets he intended to pilfer.  He stepped to his right, to put his right hand closest to the tourists’ backs, since his right hand had the nimblest fingers, the surest grasp, and the quickest reflexes.
 
   He reached for the first bulging pocket he saw as he walked along, then lightly slipped a bright green pocket purse that was half hanging out of another man’s pants.
 
   A woman held a jacket draped over her arm, and an embroidered purse was visible inside a gaping pocket on the jacket.  It was a moment of child’s play to slip two fingers into the pocket to clamp on the purse and remove it without even rippling the cloth of the jacket.  Yet as he passed by, grasping the purse, the woman turned to look at him, and in a fraction of a moment that seemed to somehow be several seconds long, his eyes and hers locked upon each other.  She was an elderly woman, with a face that was creased and lined, but her eyes were clear, and her perception seemed sharp.  In her eyes Grange saw not fear, or surprise, or sadness, but instead a shrewd study of his own character, a glance that only lasted momentarily, but that seemed to give the old woman all the time she needed to read his character, and to find him wanting.
 
   Grange turned away from her, skipped several potential targets along his line to move quickly away from her, then resumed lifting purses, though with fingers that were slightly less steady than before.
 
   “Hey!” he heard the first alarm from the patrol.  He didn’t turn his head to see if they were addressing his group – he knew they were.  Instead he increased his pace.   He skipped past a small purse to hone in on a larger target.
 
   “That man!” he heard Hockis loudly proclaim.  He didn’t look at the magician either.  He knew Hockis was providing misdirection – it was part of their regular routine.  He knew that Hockis had pointed at Garrel, on the far side of the audience, drawing all attention to Grange’s friend and partner, giving Grange a few more seconds to try to separate the small treasures from the tourists who carried them.
 
   “Break this up!” the patrol cried, and from the clarity of their call, they were closer than Grange expected.  He gave up picking pockets, knowing that there would be other days, and he began walking calmly towards the nearest passageway out of the square.  Grange knew the alleys and ditches and sewers and passages of the city as well as any other urchin of the streets, and he knew that with a five step lead, he could escape from the patrol, to go free for another day of adventure.
 
   Garrel drew a round of laughter from the crowd, and Grange was sure he had just pulled one of his pratfall stunts.  It was a signal that the show was over.  Hockis would be pocketing his props and sleight-of-hand items so that he could escape along whatever route he chose, and that would leave Garrel to use his own long, gangly legs to carry him with that unlikely speed he could unexpectedly spring away with.  Garrel would leave the patrol gasping for breath after they gave up trying to catch him during a chase across the plaza.
 
   And then, in an hour or two, the three of them would meet at the Bridge over Cats Canal, or behind the Chapel of the Living Flower, or – if neither of the first two worked – inside the arched gate of the Orphans’ Home.  Grange would turn his collected earnings over to Hockis, who would split the amount among the three of them, and they’d go their separate ways to gain the most benefit they could from the money before it became time to run the racket again.
 
   Just as Grange was anticipating the successful divvying up of their booty, a hand as big as a ham landed squarely on his shoulder.
 
   “Who do we have here?” he was startled to hear a guardsman say.
 
   Grange instantly twisted, ducked, feinted and dodged, breaking free from his captor, and darting backward, behind the trio of men in colorful uniforms, in the direction they hadn’t anticipated.  The crowd of surprised tourists was bunched together, and Grange dove into the group, pressing his shoulder aggressively through the crowd, then bursting out near the front of the temple.  He dodged left, saw the dark opening of a narrow passageway between buildings, and dove into the shadows seeking safety.
 
   He sprinted down the narrow, trash-strewn shaft, turned left into an alley, then right at the next street.  Grange was heading towards the sewer ditches, a noisome, foul network of pipes, ditches, and tunnels that no patrol member had ever followed him into.  He was already beyond the district that the tourists stayed in, and he only needed a few more yards to be assured of safety.
 
   Grange turned to look over his shoulder, and saw no signs of pursuit.  He coasted to a stop just before he had to commit himself to the filthy water of the drainage ditch, and stood with his hands on his hips, catching his breath in the shadows of the narrow opening between the backs of buildings in one of the poor districts of the city, his own home district.  Despite the patrol’s nearly successful arrest, he had gotten away with the loot from the day’s work.  It was a small load, he could tell by the weight in the pouch on the front of his shirt, but it was something.  Hockis’s routine continued to provide funds, and gave Grange more money than most of the other boys his age on the streets – more than the beggars, more than the apprentices, more than the sons who worked for their fathers.
 
   And for the next few months, that was enough.  He’d turn seventeen in the heart of winter, and then he’d no longer be allowed to stay in the orphanage.  That would engender a new set of problems, such as where to find a bed, and where to go to count on at least one meal a day, inadequate though it might be.
 
   He had a half an hour he needed to wait until it was time to meet Garrel and Hockis at the Bridge, so he squatted down on his haunches, wanting to remain out of sight of the patrol while he carried all the cash from the day’s thievery, and listened to the sounds of the city.  It was still daylight, and there were few interesting sounds to listen to.   There was the general background hum of the city, the blending of all noises all around him, and there was the dripping of water somewhere nearby, a pipe that was emptying its refuse into the open sewer in front of him.  And there were faint, semi-audible conversations – words that floated out of open windows in the backs of the small, overcrowded apartments that faced the narrow opening above the ditch.
 
   He listened to the words, abstractly, his mind wandering, letting the snatches of conversations distract and guide his thoughts.  Flowers, love, food, betrayal, jealousy, he heard phrases and emotions and confessions and accusations, all flowing among the crowded inhabitants of the underclass of the city.  He knew none of the people, saw none of their faces, yet felt a connection to them all, as the universal concerns of life – of every person’s life, including his own – poured out into the drainage way air for him to hear.  And then the words were gone, perhaps leaving some lasting impression on their listeners in the conversations.
 
   There was a furtive movement that Grange thought he saw out of the corner of his eye, a dark blur to his right.  He turned his head, but there was nothing in sight – no people, no patrolmen, no cats or rats.  He tried to reconstruct what he thought he had seen.  Something that had seemed to travel upward?  Had something scaled the wall of the building down the way, he wondered.  That seemed unlikely – inexplicable.  He shook his head, looked closely around himself for any other signs of movement, and slowly relaxed his vigilance.
 
   Time passed, and Grange decided he could count on safely emerging back into the city.  He cautiously walked back through the alleys and passages, crossed deserted side streets, and then strolled along the tow path of the little-used canal that carried mostly trash and debris as it passed beneath the bridge that was the first assigned meeting place.
 
   Garrel was inconspicuously waiting in the shadows, Grange was happy to see.  He strolled past his friend without seeming to notice, and then crossed the street and entered an alleyway, where he waited for Garrel to join him.
 
   “I thought they had you for a second!” Garrel said as soon as he stepped into the alley.  “I saw that big patrolman slap his paws on you and I thought you were on your way to the chain gang.”
 
   “I slipped away,” Grange brushed his friend’s concerns away.  “And then I just went to the ditch in the eastern quarter and waited for things to calm down.  What happened to you?”
 
   “Well, I had an easier time getting away, since I’m not as pale as the snow on the mountains,” Garrel jibed Grange.  It was true; Grange didn’t have the healthy golden hue of the rest of the people of the city of Fortune.  He was a lighter-skinned boy, his unknown parents having left him that detrimentally obvious legacy in addition to poverty and orphan-status.  Grange found it hard to blend into crowds; his light skin, high cheekbone, and light hair color all stood out, or made him appear to be a tourist from Southgar, but wearing concealing clothing and hats typically helped him avoid gaining a great deal of notice.
 
   “Have you seen Hockis?” Grange asked.
 
   “No, not a sign.  I just took off running.  Did you see which way he went?” Garrel replied.
 
   “Once I felt that hand on my shoulder I didn’t notice if the sun was in the sky!” Grange answered.  “I was only focused on making my escape.”
 
   “Let’s wait here a few minutes, then move on to the Chapel,” he suggested.
 
   Grange shrugged his agreement.
 
   “Did you get anything?” Garrel asked.
 
   “A few purses.  Nothing that feels too heavy,” Grange admitted mournfully.  “There wasn’t much time with the patrol showing up like they did.”
 
   Garrel grunted his agreement, and they lapsed into a comfortable silence until Garrel nodded his head.  “Let’s move on to Plan B,” he prompted, and they left the alley to skulk through the streets of the city.
 
   They skirted around the neighborhood of the great square to head to the other side.  Their predetermined meeting places were deliberately widely scattered, so that if trouble made one neighborhood unsuitable to meet, a far-off neighborhood would hopefully be calmer and better suited for them to gather together unimpeded.
 
   Several minutes later they walked along the curb of another dirty drainage ditch and came to a dark cubby in the back walls of the Chapel of the Living Flower, a great building that had been constructed around an ancient tree that always had bright yellow blossoms which were always open year round.  The tree was a one-of-a-kind oddity, a tree that had no other example, produced no seeds to be replanted, and from which no cuttings had ever been successfully propagated.  The chapel had developed a reputation for romance, and many tourist weddings were held there, while the streets nearby had a surfeit of low cost inns and hotels.
 
   The two petty criminals found the cubby empty, much to their disappointment, and they settled in to wait for their ring leader.
 
   “Where do you suppose he is?”  Grange asked.  “Do you think they might have nabbed him?”  Hockis was supremely talented, and Grange had never considered the possibility that the crime ring leader might actually get caught, but he had never failed to reach the second meeting place.
 
   “Hockis is too good to go to jail,” Garrel said dismissively.
 
   They waited for two minutes in silence.  “Did you see the girl from Skote?” Garrel asked.  “She was gorgeous!”
 
   How could I see her from the back of the crowd?” Grange asked rhetorically.
 
   “Oh, true, all you see is the back of their skirts and pants, isn’t it?” Garrel snickered, satisfied that his jibe had struck home.
 
   “Well, should we go to the orphanage gate?” Grange asked minutes later.
 
   “We should, if you don’t mind,” Garrel agreed.  “We can wait for him there, before we decide…” he left unspoken what they might have to decide, and Grange didn’t ask.
 
   The two walked through another portion of the city, again staying on less-traveled paths, along ways that tourists and visitors, and the patrolmen who followed them, seldom saw.  Minutes later, they arrived at the address of the Orphanage, and stood in a doorway across the street from the ornate limestone gate that pierced the walls surrounding the institution where scores of orphans were housed – including Grange.
 
   “I’ll go stand over there,” Garrel nodded towards the gate, sympathetic to Grange’s desire not to be seen idly standing about by orphanage staff members.  “When Hockis arrives, we’ll come back here,” he indicated the empty space that was deep in the shadows surrounding the doorway they were standing in.
 
   Grange nodded, and Garrel crossed the street, dodging wagons and horses and men hauling goods.  He reached the street front side of the orphanage gate, then turned and leaned casually against the square stone column, awaiting the arrival of his partner.  The two stood on either side of the road, anxiously looking up and down at the flow of traffic, and at each other, waiting to see when Hockis would arrive, or when the other would concede that he wasn’t going to arrive.
 
   Grange was on the verge of concession, when he saw Garrel’s hand raise slightly in a signal, while the boy looked to the left, studying the traffic.  Grange looked, and spotted the familiar figure of Hockis approaching.  Grange immediately nodded his head to the left, strolled out of his doorway shadow, went to the left, then entered the first alleyway, where he established a position midway back between the two cross streets.
 
   Half a minute later, Garrel entered the alley, and several seconds afterwards, Hockis entered separately.  The two companions strolled back to Grange’s location, and the two boys looked at their mentor closely, glad to see him arrive.
 
   “Where have you been?” Garrel immediately asked.
 
   “What happened to your face?” Grange asked instead.  He was looking at a mouse beneath Hockis’s left eye, a discolored, large swollen mass.
 
   “I ran into a door,” Hockis said immediately.  “When I was running away.  That’s what slowed me down – I knocked myself out for I don’t know how long.
 
   “So, what did we take?” he immediately got down to the business of the day, and Grange began to immediately empty his collection of purses into Hockis’s waiting hands.
 
   The magician watched as Grange dropped item after item into his hands, then considered the heap of heavy cloth and leather bags he held.
 
   “You did well for so little time,” he praised Grange.  “Here, this is your bonus for success,” he flipped one small bag back to Grange.  “And this one’s for you,” he dropped another into Garrel’s hands.  “Now, let’s split the rest.”
 
   He squatted over the filthy alley paving stones and emptied the purses’ contents into a small heap of silver, gold, and brass coins, then began sorting them into three piles.  His own pile was traditionally larger than the other two equal piles, and he split the proceeds in the same fashion, then looked down at the small collection of riches when the job was complete.
 
   “That should be enough to last us for what, three or four days each?” he looked at each of his apprentices, who nodded their heads.
 
   “Let’s plan the next performance at noon, in front of the Chapel of the Living Flower,” he proposed.
 
   “That road’s kind of narrow for making a quick getaway if we need to,” Garrel spoke up dubiously.
 
   “Nothing to worry about.  I saw the way you boys got free today.  We’ll make it a short job – there are lots of careless lovers at the Chapel, and I’ll pull the flower trick and the jewel trick to appeal to them, and get them really engrossed while our agile-fingered friend does his work,” Hockis dismissed the concern immediately.  He picked up his pile of coins and stuffed them in his own pouch.  “It’s always a pleasure to work with you two,” he said as he stood.  He reached down and tousled the hair on each of their heads, with a momentarily wistful expression, then turned and left the alley, as the two boys scooped up their own winnings.
 
   “See you in a couple of days,” Garrel told Grange.  “Don’t do anything stupid.  Don’t chase the wrong girls,” he grinned as he picked up his last coin, then made his exit.  It was his standard parting line, spoken with a pretend worldliness that Grange doubted the older boy really had.
 
   It was also obviously facetious.  Grange’s foreign appearance – not to mention his standing as a penniless orphan – brought few girls within his range to chase.  And his current happy-go-lucky life did not suffer from the state of affairs.
 
   He grinned at his companion, then stood up as well, and walked across the street and back to his home in the orphanage.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Grange stopped when he reached the gateway to the orphanage.  He needed a moment to re-adjust himself to the domestic atmosphere, and resume his identity as one of the harmless residents of the institutional home.  He plucked at his clothes for a moment as he made the necessary mental reorientation, then moved forward.
 
   His first stop was the office of the head mother, the woman who ran the orphanage.  Lady Serap was a worldly figure, a woman who seldom actually visited the orphanage to sit in her office; the ordinary staff ran the place, while the Lady mere gathered the accolades for her selflessness in accepting the appointment by the Tyrant of Verdant as the orphanage leader.  She did no good, nor did she do any harm – she was simply a name.
 
   But the stressed and stretched staff of dedicated women and men who did run the orphanage were in the building every day, and Grange appreciated most of them.  Many were genuinely concerned about raising the children as safely as possible, and giving them at least one good meal every day, as the limited resources allowed.  
 
   Grange had vague memories of being held at times as a toddler, given moments of comfort and affection, moments that were hard to capture in a home where scores of other children were similarly in dire need and felt desire for such affection from a staff that was far too small to provide all the love that was desired.  He wished he could have known the feeling of being held and loved by parents, but knew it hadn’t been his fate, and he went on after that moment of wistfulness.
 
   He walked through the bare garden space in the front of the building, then entered the main doors under the watchful eyes of the proctor.
 
   “How much longer until you turn seventeen?” the man at the door idly asked.  “You’re getting pretty big to stay here.”
 
    “Not too much longer,” Grange admitted.
 
   “Not soon enough,” the watchman said.  He was casually unpleasant to everyone, so that Grange took no offense, but walked on by.
 
   Grange turned a corner and climbed a set of stairs, then entered the administrative offices of the orphanage.
 
   “My lady, here are my earnings,” he told the careworn woman who worked in the office.  Her name was Constance, though the orphans all called her ‘My lady’ or less charitably, the cat lady, because she carried a faint odor of felines.
 
   Grange found her to be a timid, kind lady, one who always used a soft voice and a kind word, and so he refused to join in the mocking by the others.  As one of the oldest children in the building, as he would be for a few more months, he even discouraged the younger ones from saying anything untoward about her.
 
   “Gracious Grange, that’s quite a bit of money,” the woman’s voice rose an octave as he poured out nearly  the entire collection of coins he had received, reserving only a few small coins for his personal use.
 
   “I’ve been saving it up for the past few days,” he explained, as he did every time he turned over most of his profits to the orphanage.
 
   “You’ve been working again, at the?” she left the question open.
 
   “At the barrel factory,” he provided the ready answer, the same one he always gave.  “I’ve been working at the barrel factory across town.”
 
   “Well, they certainly do pay you well,” she remarked.  “And it certainly helps us quite a bit.  We wouldn’t have any meat for next week if this hadn’t turned up like this.  Praise the gods,” she murmured.
 
   Grange silently felt that he deserved the praise, not the gods, but he kept silent, gave a slight smile, and turned away,
 
   “You are a good boy.  Thank you,” Constance’s voice followed him out the doorway.
 
   Grange smiled at the comment as he turned a corner.  He wanted to think he was a good boy, even if he was a thief.   He gave his profits to the orphanage, he reminded himself, as he patted at the lump in his clothes that felt funny, then discovered that the lump was the small purse Hockis had gifted to him, the elaborately embroidered small purse that he had not opened, the one that he remembered lifting from its owner.  She had been an older woman, yet had been surprisingly sensitive enough to notice Grange’s light touch amidst the jostling and bumping of the viewers of the magic show on the plaza.
 
   The woman had turned and glanced at him.  Their eyes had made contact, and Grange remembered clearly the expression in those gray eyes – it was not surprise, or fear, or confusion.  Instead, she had looked at him with a cool, calculating glance that almost seemed to hold amusement, but not amusement due to Hockis’s magic tricks, he had felt.
 
   He pulled the purse out of his pocket as he started to climb the stairs, keeping the artifact hidden in the palm of his hand while he passed an unruly group of younger children descending the steps.  He turned into a closet, climbed through the break in the plaster at the bottom of the back wall, and emerged in the sunny attic that sat atop the dining hall.  It was his place, a place that no other student would dare to enter, and one that none of the staff members knew about.
 
   Grange sat atop one of the beams, opened the purse to see what was inside, then poured the contents into his hand.
 
   It was nothing like what he had expected.  He felt disappointed for the first heartbeat.  There was no cash at all.  No coins jingled out.  The purse had not been used to carry cash; it had been used to carry a collection of knickknacks.  He found a folded up piece of paper, a note it appeared.  There was a locket which he opened; inside was a miniature painting of a pretty girl.  There was a bird’s feather, a soft rubber ball – the likes of which he had never seen, and a pencil stub.  The woman had carried an odd collection of mementos in the attractive little purse.
 
   He turned his body to allow more light to fall on the locket, so that he could examine the portrait of the girl inside.  As he looked, his eyes widened in astonishment, and he unconsciously held his breath when he realized what he was seeing.  The girl had the same features he had – high cheekbones, pale skin, hair that was virtually white.  Hers was a long face, with an upturned nose and a small mouth, a long chin, yet the girl was a pretty one, and the artist had given her a smile and a spark of humor in her eyes that made Grange long to meet her in person.
 
   He snapped the locket shut, and made an impulsive decision.  He would return to the square, look for the old woman, and return the locket – and he would find out about the girl, if he could.  He crawled out of the attic and ran down the stairs.  The woman had been in front of the mountain temple, and the grand display of the relics would still be going on; that was the show the temple put on every afternoon for the tourists, drawing them into the sanctum, then raising the objects high where the sunlight streamed down through a series of small holes in the roof and walls, the light collected and focused by a series of clever pieces of glass Grange did not understand, so that it shone on the holy objects in a way that made them seem to glow for the tourists.
 
   His street acquaintance Carnle claimed that the artifacts were buffed and shined regularly, and that the collections from the tourist showing were the most profitable source of revenues for the temple, but Grange didn’t know if Carnle knew what was true or just hearsay.  And it didn’t matter to him at that moment, as Grange trotted down the stairs, then back out of the orphanage and towards the plaza, where there was a very small chance he might happen to find the woman he was in search of.
 
   Minutes later he found that the south side of the plaza was sparsely attended by only a few visitors, but the north side had a heavy crowd, as was typical for that time of day.   The tourists would provide many tempting sources of new funds, Grange thought, but it was only a detached observation that idly crossed the back of his mind.   He noticed the mountains that rose north of the city to provide the splendid, scenic background behind the temple.   They usually were only the background to him, taken for granted and unappreciated, but on that late afternoon they stood out, grabbing his attention the way they attracted the tourists.   They were lovely, and he wondered why he didn’t look at them more often.
 
   He started stalking towards the crowd of tourists, then stopped suddenly.  From his peripheral vision he caught a glance of something small and dark scuttling across the pavement.  He momentarily saw the dark spot as it disappeared and reappeared among the legs of the pedestrians who were walking across the square.  He turned to look at the dog, as he suspected it was, then stared harder at it, for the moving creature appeared to be no dog.
 
   Grange caught one more glimpse, and then it was gone, but the memory of it remained.  It had long hind legs, short front legs, and seemed to walk like it was falling forward.  The head seemed oddly shaped for a dog, and he didn’t think there was a tail.  But it was gone, and he wondered if his vision and his memory were simply playing tricks on him.
 
   He stood in place, pondering the distracting creature, then concluded it didn’t truly matter.  With the sun starting to set, he needed to search among the tourists as quickly as possible to find the stately lady whose purse he held.
 
   He moved forward, and started examining tourists as he reached the crowded portion of the plaza, closer to the temple, and he began cursory examinations, as he hurriedly moved through the crowd, weaving in and out among those who stood waiting to see the presentation of the artifacts.  He’d never actually watched the spectacle himself, and he didn’t intend to do so that evening either; instead he let his eyes rove up and down the female figures he saw, trying to find those with the same dark clothing that his victim had worn.
 
   He worked his way towards the front of the crowd, so that he could scan people from the front.  As he reached his position, he started cruising to his right, looking about, not finding the woman, and growing concerned, regretful that he had apparently missed her.
 
   There was a sudden lifting of the faces of the people he was examining, and a collective murmur, as they all looked at something happening behind him.  He turned around so that he too could see what the new attraction was.
 
   The head priest from the temple was standing on the high balcony that protruded from the front of the building.  Two acolytes stood with him, one on either side of him as he faced out towards the crowd.  He wore long robes that had wide stripes running up and down.  Carnle from the street had told Grange about the stripes, and about the ceremony to come.  The stripes were supposed to make the priest look tall; the man was actually rather short, so short that he also stood on a hidden riser that added height to his appearance.
 
   The priest was strangely lit, with bright light that struck him from below and each side, making the man seem to virtually glow in the approaching gloom of the sunset.  Grange found the appearance impressive, even though Carnle had explained to him that there was a complex network of white tubes and mirrors that captured the sunlight in the rear of the temple, then secretly carried it to the balcony, where it was all focused to illuminate the priest and his performance.
 
   “We thank you for your glorious presence, Great Goddess Shaine,” the priest spoke loudly, though not so loudly that Grange believed the viewers in the back of the crowd were likely to hear his pronouncement.
 
   “You forcefully move through our lives, watching us and correcting us,” the priest intoned.  Shaine was the goddess of punishment, and Grange always took a small amount of perverse pride in plucking away the funds he occasionally took from her followers, who he considered to be dour and gloomy.  But the artistry of the priest’s show was captivating nonetheless.
 
   “We call upon you to give us a sign of your presence, a testament to your ongoing, eternal duty of watching over us, and bringing justice to those who deserve to be punished,” the priest beseeched his goddess.  He plucked something off the railing in front of him, something that hadn’t been visible until the priest raised it – mirrors hid the glass bowl while it sat on the shelf, Carnle had explained.  Knowing the trickery behind the illusions only made them more fascinating for Grange to watch, he found.
 
   The priest raised the glass bowl as he spoke, and suddenly the bowl burst into flame.  Or at least it seemed to.  It suddenly glowed with a malignant red color, a bright red that flickered actively.  The crowd screeched in astonishment at the sight.  Grange was impressed, though he knew that the light that came through the tubes and mirrors also came through a red filter and the blades of a slowly revolving fan gave the illusion of flickering movement.
 
   “We thank you for your power and justice, and we give you our gifts in appreciation,” the priest spoke, telling the crowd that the temple was ready to accept their contributions, as he lowered the bowl out of the focus of the red light beams.
 
   “You’re not one to appreciate Shaine’s gifts, are you?” a sharp voice whispered in low tones in his ear, making him jump in surprise. He whirled around to find his eyes locked onto another pair of eyes only inches away from his, the eyes of the woman he had come in search of.
 
   One of her hands reached up and seized his shoulder, locking the two of them together.
 
   “You don’t fancy feeling Shaine’s justice, do you?” the woman asked again.  Her lips were curved in a mirthless grin.
 
   Grange was frightened.  The woman scared him.
 
   “You came back.  That’s good.  You passed the test – and so it begins,” her words were only a murmur.
 
   “I, I came looking for you,” he stammered.
 
   “Likewise,” the woman bit off the word.  Her answer made no sense to Grange.
 
   “I mean, this,” Grange held up the purse as he pulled it from his pocket.  He repeated his carefully rehearsed line.  “I found it on the plaza paving stones after I saw you walk away.”
 
   The woman’s free hand snatched the purse away from him.
 
   “Did you look inside it?” she asked.
 
   He couldn’t lie.  Her eyes were controlling his mind, it seemed.
 
   “Yes,” he whispered the answer.
 
   “Did you see her?” his interrogator asked.
 
   The people around them were moving, surging forward towards the temple, going to make their donations after seeing the demonstration of the presence of the power of the goddess.  But the two of them were like a rock in a river bed, standing firmly still as the others had to break to the sides to go around them.
 
   She was talking about the picture of the girl on the locket, he knew.  The girl who looked as though she was from Southgar; she looked
 
   “Yes, I saw her,” he answered.  He remembered the picture, the light-haired girl who had almost smiled.  He could suddenly see the features more clearly than he had seen with his eyes when he had held the locket in his hand.
 
   “Remember her,” the woman told him.  “She’s the one; remember her.”
 
   “I will,” Grange could think of no other answer to give.
 
   The woman released her grip on his shoulder.  “She’ll chew you up and spit you out if you’re like this when you meet her.  
 
   “And watch out for the jewels – you’ll need them.  Toughen up.  The world is changing.”  That was her last comment; she turned and disappeared into the crowd, pressing her way against the flow of the crowd as she moved towards the center of the plaza.
 
   As soon as she released him, he felt the pressure of the movement of the tourists around him, and he was pushed and buffeted towards the temple, dazed by the unexpected nature of the meeting, and only belatedly ready to regain control of himself.  He lowered his shoulder, and started to reverse course, working his way out of the crowd.  He was so rattled by the encounter with the dark-eyed woman that he paid scant attention to the cash and purses that the visitors carried loosely as they headed towards the temple.
 
   Two minutes later he was out of the crush, and walking freely.  The woman had known he would come looking for her, he realized.  She had known he would look at the locket, and she had waited for him, like a spider waiting for a moth to enter its web.
 
   “Hey, Grange!” a voice called his name, and he turned around, once again startled and unprepared, then relaxed as he saw Brevon, a friend from the streets, approaching across the plaza.
 
   “Grange, let’s go to the festival; everyone’s going,” the boy urged as he got closer.  Brevon wrapped an arm around Grange’s shoulder and pulled him towards the eastern side of the plaza.  Grange went along, grudgingly at first, as he tried to overcome the trepidation he still felt from his inexplicable encounter with the mysterious lady.  He nearly walked into a vendor’s cart as he followed in Brevon’s wake, while his mind tried to explain what had happened.
 
   Could the woman have been a witch, he wondered.  That would explain some of what she’d done, except there was no explanation for why she had singled him out, among the thousands of boys she could have chosen.  His Southgar heritage was his only unique feature, and she certainly could have gone to Southgar to find plenty of boys like him.
 
   “Watch where you’re going; you don’t want to have a black eye when we get to the fest,” Brevon warned him.  “Are you okay?  You look rattled.”
 
   “I’m fine, thanks,” Grange answered, and he focused more intently on the darkening street, as the lamplighters began to touch their long-handled wicks to the scattered street lights.
 
   Down a pair of roads and around a corner, they came to a tight open space – a small public plaza, one that was brightly lit with lanterns hung from buildings and strings.  Men and women were hanging out of all the upper floor windows that faced the square, and a band played music on one corner, while several pairs of people were dancing in front of them.  A half a dozen vendors had food and drink for sale at carts set up around the space, adding mouth-watering scents to the light and color and sound of the local people enjoying a cozy celebration.
 
   “Look at those two girls dancing with each other.  They need a couple of guys to dance with – want to go help them?” Brevon asked.  “I think one of them is Lurinda,” he tried to wheedle Grange into going with him.  “I’ll let you have her.”
 
   “You go on,” Grange replied, he backed up against a stretch of unclaimed wall space and leaned back, making clear that he had no intention of dancing at that moment.  “I’ll watch you from here.”
 
   “Ah, you’re no fun,” Brevon said in disgust, then left Grange, whether to go directly to the dancing girls or to go off in search of a more engaged partner not clear.
 
   Grange leaned against the wall.  His trembling nerves from the temple encounter were calmer now, but he had no interest in the girls of the city, as his mind seemed obsessed with the picture of the thin-faced girl in the locket.
 
   “You look relaxed,” Garrel drifted over next to Grange, who opened his eyes at the sound of his friend’s voice.  Garrel leaned against the wall as well.
 
   “Want to go dance with some girls?  Cordelia broke up with Frain, so she’s available.  You’ve always liked girls built like her, you say,” Garrel also sounded the note about dancing.
 
   “You go on and dance,” Grange told his partner in crime.  “Brevon wanted someone to go with him to dance with Lurinda,” he offered information.
 
   “Is Lurinda here?” Garrel was interested.  “Save my spot, in case I come back,” he said as he pushed away from the wall and went towards the dance floor.
 
   It was colorful, and distracting, and entertaining.  Grange watched Garrel reach Brevon, then watched the two of them enter the dancing square, just as the band finished its number, and took a break.  The tune they had played had been a long and lively one, and based on his own experience as an itinerant instrument player, Grange imagined the musicians were ready for a chance to catch their breath.  His two friends stood crestfallen on the dancing floor as the two girls they had pursued walked away, not even aware of the boys who had approached, making Grange grin.
 
   One of the musicians waved at Grange as the band took its break, a man he knew from the orphanage.  Grange had taken the obligatory mandatory term of music lessons at the institution, and surprised everyone by proving to be adept at playing the flute.  He’d been allowed to have extra lessons with the music teacher, who often had ignored the score of other disinterested students to concentrate on helping Grange master the technical skills of the flute.  As a result, ten minutes after returning the musician’s friendly wave in the plaza, Grange found himself among the band members, playing the flute, a replacement for an unreliable regular flute player who hadn’t shown up to join the band that evening.  
 
   For his troubles and time as a player, he’d get to eat for free, he’d get to be close to the dance floor, closer to the girls on the dance floor, and seen by any of the girls who looked at the musicians.  He’d played in the band on a few occasions, recognized as a competent flute player by the other band members, even if he was mostly outside the established brotherhood of musicians who floated around different musical engagements in the city.
 
   With Grange happily playing among them, the musicians played a long set of four dance tunes, and then a pair of ballads for the benefit of the other folks at the fest who didn’t want to dance, then they took a break.  Playing in the band managed to calm him down for the night, and Grange – his appetite restored – was ready to go have a hot meat pie, one with beef and mutton in it; he was hungry.
 
   “Grange?” a voice stopped him just as he was about to approach the pie vendor.  It was Lurinda’s voice he was sure, the girl who he’d had a crush on for the past two months, though he hadn’t talked to her at all in that time.
 
   “I didn’t know you played in the band,” she said respectfully.  Among the people his age in the city, band members were given a higher rank in society than many others.  That was one of the things that Grange liked about his occasional turns in the band; that and the fact that he simply liked music – playing well and composing melodies were satisfying in and of themselves.
 
   “Only when they ask me,” he replied shyly.  Someone passed him, cutting into his place in the line at the vendor’s stand, as Grange turned and stepped back towards Lurinda   But he didn’t mind.  She was a lovely girl, an apprentice at a dressmaker’s shop.   She worked all day in front of a large glass window, using the sunlight to help her see the alterations and stitches she needed to make, and making herself visible to passersby.  From time to time she stood in the window and posed in new fashions, showing off the dresses and materials to the women who strolled by.
 
   And to the boys and men who strolled by as well.  Grange was one of them.  He and many of his friends found every reason they could to walk along her shop's street multiple times each day.  He was familiar with the girl from seeing so much of her in that fashion, though they’d hardly ever talked.
 
   “Brevon said that you didn’t want to dance with me, which made me mad, until I saw that you were playing in the band,” Lurinda was telling him he realized.
 
   He was only halfway paying attention to her; even as he looked at her light brown hair and smooth, golden complexion; his attention took a side step, and he found he was mentally comparing her to the Southgar girl in the locket, trying to decide which was prettier.  They each were in their own ways, he decided.
 
   “That better be the only reason we’re not dancing tonight; is it?” Lurinda boldly asked him.
 
   Grange was astonished at how friendly the conversation was on the part of the girl.
 
   “Absolutely,” he replied.
 
   “Good.  Then maybe we can dance or get together some other night soon,” Lurinda told him.
 
   “Yes.  Of course.  I can’t wait,” Grange was rapidly focusing on the conversation.  Lurinda was indicating an interest in him!
 
   “Come see me at my shop sometime.  Do you know where I work?” the girl asked.
 
   “I’ll find out,” he hastily tried to cover up his frequent passages past her shop.
 
   “Good.  Have fun,” she told him, and then she turned to wander off into the crowd.
 
   Lurinda was a beauty, and she had come to talk to him.  To him!
 
   He turned and faced the vendor’s cart, then turned in the band member chit that entitled him to a pie.  He took a bite of the hot concoction as he walked back towards the band’s corner, and he burned his tongue.  He made a hasty line towards the fountain and took a gulp of water, while he thought about Lurinda’s invitation.  He was invited to come see her at her shop, which would make him the envy of numerous boys in the community, yet even in his moment of victory, a part of him felt detached from the joys of the victory.
 
   He still thought about the Southgar girl in the locket.  And there was nothing enviable about that – he couldn’t brag to Brevon or Garrel about being forced to be entranced by a girl who he only knew through a tiny picture.  Yet he heard the words of the witch from the plaza – ‘she’s the one; remember her.’   They played in his mind, as did the other words – ‘she’ll chew you up.’
 
   Grange shuddered.  He wished he could wipe the obsessive memories out of his mind, and focus on what was turning out to be a boast-worthy night.  He was playing in the band, and Lurinda had noticed.
 
   “Would you play a fast dance?” a girl’s voice asked him as he stood thoughtfully by the water fountain, eating his pie in small bites.
 
   Grange looked at her.  She was petite and appealing and had a warm smile, as she stood in front of a foursome of other girls much like her – they all were a darker golden color than the girls he knew, a richer color in their bronzed complexions.  They looked like girls from a better neighborhood, for their clothes and grooming were nicer than he was used to seeing among the local residents.
 
   “I’ll ask the band,” he promised.  “But you’ll have to make sure I really see you dancing if we play for you.”
 
   “We’ll be the first and the last ones on the floor!” she promised, and her friends all nodded vigorous agreement.  Grange smiled in approval, then walked back to the band, where the other players were already gathering to start the next set.
 
   “The girls over there asked for a fast dance,” he told the band leader.
 
   “You have your own followers do you?” the man laughed.  “They like your exotic looks?  Did they offer to have a drink after the music?” he asked as he looked where Grange pointed, and the girls hopped up and down in excitement.
 
   “No,” Grange answered.  “They just want the music.”
 
   “You go on believing that,” the leader said.  He turned to the other musicians.  “We’ll help Grange get his kisses tonight.  The first number is ‘The Dervish’,” he told them.
 
   Grange took his position, and held his flute ready, as the drummer started the tempo.  By the fourth note the girls knew they were getting what they wanted, and they started running towards the dance floor with laughing countenances, then took up positions directly in front of Grange as they laughed and danced for the next several minutes.  At the end of the song they blew kisses to him while they giggled, then disappeared from the dance floor, while he began to play the next selection, a slower song that brought an older crowd.
 
   And so they played on.  The upper class girls disappeared between sets, while Brevon and Garrel danced with girls he didn’t recognize, and Lurinda danced a slow dance with the blacksmith’s apprentice, a dance that Grange watched through narrowed eyes.
 
   When the gong in the temple signaled midnight, the band leader announced the next song would be the last.  The food vendors had left and the crowd at the fest had dwindled, but many of those left rose from their tables, and came to the dance floor.  The moon rose in the eastern sky, gaining enough elevation to peek over the roofs of the buildings around the plaza, and lighting the cobblestones as the lanterns began to come down.
 
   When the song was done, the band leader dropped a few small coins in Grange’s hand.  “Thanks for helping us.  If our flute player misses one more job, I may want you to join full time,” he smiled encouragingly as he said it, then went on to help the other players pack up their instruments.
 
   None of his friends were left.  Grange began walking through the moonlit streets, thankful that it was a warm evening for harvest season.  He was back in the orphanage, in his room, several minutes later, the last of the oldest residents in the building to go to bed.
 
   His mind refused to give in to the exhaustion he felt.  The encounter with the patrol; the confrontation with the tourist witch; the girls at the fest; the strange black creatures he had seen – all had a place in his thoughts, and he turned them all over, finding pleasure and confusion for untold minutes, until he finally fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Grange woke up the next morning when the other boys in his room started to rise.  He was the oldest of the children who lived in the orphanage, a bittersweet title to hold.  It meant that he had entitlements, but it also meant that he was close to ending his residence there.  He’d seen dozens of other boys have the title during his life in the orphanage, for he had spent his entire life there, deposited as an infant, unlike some who had come when they were toddlers or youngsters, victims of family tragedies, or abandonment.
 
   He remembered one boy whose reign as the oldest boy had only lasted for eight days, barely more than a week.  The boy hadn’t even gotten to enjoy all his perks before he was forced to leave, and, even worse, he had suffered from an attitude that was mostly self-pity during the eight days he was the oldest.  Grange and the others had all talked about how they would have done as much as possible to maximize their celebrity status, instead of bemoaning their brief reign.
 
   He dressed and made his bed, then went down to where he was entitled to the seat closest to the window, and found a glass of juice waiting for him.  A young boy brought him his bowl of oatmeal, as his friends came to his table, and the day started anew.
 
   That day and the next were ordinary days for Grange.  He made sure that he didn’t go down the street where Lurinda’s dressmaker shop was located on the first day, so that he didn’t appear too eager to follow the girl.  On the following day though, he went down the street at noon, and saw Lurinda, working on a dress that was being worn by a live customer, a stout female who stood back in the shadows of the shop interior, preventing Grange from seeing many details of Lurinda’s appearance.  He’d have to wait until she finished with the customer, but he had time to kill, so he stood near an alley and waited, until he heard his name unexpectedly called.
 
   “Grange!  Grange, what a coincidence,” the voice of the band leader from the fest called out to him.
 
   “Our flute player is leaving town – are you ready to be the regular?” he asked as he reached Grange and shook his hand with a warm welcome.
 
   “I’d love to,” Grange replied immediately and sincerely.  He enjoyed the music, he enjoyed the attention he received, and he suddenly envisioned a future of leaving the orphanage and making a living as a professional musician, playing at festivals and events throughout the city, night after night – he could end his career as a pickpocket.  It seemed like a glamorous dream that might be within his reach.  And it would make him that much more desirable to Lurinda, he hoped.
 
   “We have to play at the plaza on the north bank of the river tomorrow, from sunset to midnight.  Can you be there?” the bandleader asked.
 
   “Certainly,” Grange said.  “Will you have a flute there, or should I bring my own?” he asked.
 
   “Which will sound better?” his new coworker wanted to know.
 
   “Yours,” Grange answered candidly.  His flute was old and slightly flat.
 
   “I’ll have it there for you; you can have it or buy a good one for yourself,” the band leader told him.  “See you tomorrow.  What a lucky chance; I don’t usually walk down this street,” he said, then gave Grange a pat on the shoulder, and continued on his way.
 
   Grange smiled broadly as he turned back to look at the shop.  The customer had disappeared from view, and then she reappeared, wearing a different dress.  Lurinda smiled at her, they exchanged a few words, and the lady left the shop, giving Grange the chance he sought to finally enter and speak to the girl alone.  He crossed the street, put his hand on the door to push it open, then stopped at the sound of a loud outburst not far down the road.  He turned his head to look, and saw a pair of brawny men, wearing the leather aprons of a blacksmith shop, push another man out of the wide open door of their shop, carrying him out and throwing him to the ground in the middle of the street as he shouted obscenities at them.  They looked down at him for a half second, one of them pointed a finger and spoke something, then they turned and re-entered their shop, while the man continued to scream.
 
   He was a drunkard, or one of the crazy street people, Grange might have thought.  Such men managed to live on the fringes of the city’s society for a few weeks or months whenever they appeared, but then they inevitably disappeared, either having moved on to some other city, or more commonly turning up dead – disease, starvation, and violence all equally common.
 
   Grange stared at this man though, as the drunkard rose to his feet, dusting himself off while still shouting irrational obscenities.  The drunken tirade was not what made Grange stare in dropped jaw astonishment though.  It was the appearance of a shadowy small dark lump on the back of the man’s neck, a shape that moved about in the vicinity of the man’s shoulders and head and neck, growing and shrinking unpredictably.
 
   The man started to stagger away from the blacksmith shop, going up the street away from Grange.  He removed his hand from the door, and started to follow the strange, hallucinatory sight.  There were no reactions from the other people on the street, other than they seemed to step away from him as though he were simply an ordinary drunkard.
 
   “Grange, you found the shop!” Lurinda opened the door and smiled at him.
 
   He turned to look at her, then turned to look at the departing drunkard.  He looked back down the street, then back at her.
 
   “What is it?” she asked.  The girl stepped out into the street, and Grange smelled a faint flowery fragrance as she brushed by him to look at his distraction.
 
   “Oh,” she said flatly.  “He’s been around for a couple of weeks, maybe a fortnight.  He’ll go away soon.
 
   “Come in, won’t you?  Madame won’t be here until after lunch, so I’m all alone in the shop right now,” she told him, and he turned to look at her.  Was the information meant to tell him something, he wondered.
 
   She stepped back into the shop, and he followed her in, the mystery of the shadow on the man’s back forgotten.  He passed by a swath of white cloth, and was suddenly reminded of the Southgar girl, who was as pale and light-haired as he was.
 
   “How long have you played in the band at the festival?” Lurinda asked.  “I didn’t know you played.  When I saw you up there I turned to Emande and asked who it was.  You stand out so well, you know,” she explained.  “I’ve seen you before, of course,” she quickly added.
 
   “That was my first time to play with the band,” he replied then saw a spark of doubt in Lurinda’s eye, as she seemed to question whether he was really a musician or not.
 
   “But I’ll play with them again tomorrow night,” he told her.  “We’ll be at the plaza on the north bank of the river,” he added the details, to make the job seem more real.
 
   “Would you like to come see us play?” he asked.
 
   “Perhaps,” she coyly replied.  “Will you have time to do anything besides play music?”
 
   “Not until we’re done,” he answered thoughtfully.  “But I could play a couple of dance songs at your request,” he tried to improve his offer.
 
   “Would they let you skip a song or two to dance?” Lurinda was standing slightly closer to him now, making him nervous.
 
   “If I asked, I’ll bet they would,” he tried to sound sage and convincing as he answered.  He reached for a pin cushion on the counter next to where they stood, something to keep his hands occupied, as Lurinda stood so close they were practically touching one another, while she looked at him with eyes that were warm and inviting.
 
   He started to lean down, and she closed her eyes.  It was incredible, his mind was telling him.  He was about to kiss Lurinda.  Everything seemed to slow down as his body bent and his lips puckered.
 
   Then there was a noise in the back of the shop.  “Lurinda?” a woman’s voice called.
 
   The girl’s eyes popped open, and her hands flew up in a startled reaction.  She struck his hands that were still holding the pin cushion, and popped it from his grip, making it fly upward, then descend.
 
   The world was no longer in slow motion.  Instead it was moving faster than his brain and his hands could fathom.  He groped in the air, trying to catch the prickly ball of material, and his hands plunged after the target instinctively, as it managed to drop with perfect precision down into the small opening between flesh and cloth where Lurinda’s cleavage was evident.
 
   Grange grasped the pin cushion, then squealed as one of the pins poked him palm.
 
   He realized where his hand was, and Lurinda’s eyes were huge, while her mouth began to open in a perfect circle.
 
   He jerked his hand free from its soft confinement, still holding the pin cushion.
 
   “I am sorry, so sorry,” he instantly said.  “I didn’t mean, I didn’t even think.”
 
   His face had to be bright red, he could tell by the warmth he felt on his cheeks.
 
   The girl was still staring at him.
 
   “Lurinda?” the woman’s voice called again, from a closer part of the back of the shop.
 
   “It’s Madame; she’s early,” Lurinda said.  She straightened her mussed clothing, then grabbed the pin cushion.
 
   “I’m right here,” she called.
 
   “Go, I’ll see you tomorrow.  Stop by and pick me up,” she told him.  One hand pushed him towards the door, while she placed the pin cushion back down and simultaneously twirled to face the back door.
 
   “I’m coming,” she told her proprietress, as Grange scrambled out the front of the shop and out into the street.
 
   Grange scrambled down the street, out of sight of the shop windows, then stopped and leaned against an alley corner.  He was grinning from ear to ear, basking with satisfaction that despite his incredibly stupid action, Lurinda still was willing to go to see him play in the band.  He felt his cheeks grow warm once again as he recollected the instantaneous reaction that had led his nimble fingers down into the front of the girl’s blouse, truly only thinking of trying to be helpful.
 
   He gathered his thoughts, then decided to return to the orphanage, to see if he was needed there for any reason.  He cheerfully walked back to his home, only to stop in surprise a half a block away when he spotted Garrel.  He veered across the street and turned down an alley, then stopped by a battered wooden door and waited for his friend to arrive.
 
   “You were quite the surprise the other night, playing with the band,” his friend told him as he joined him.
 
   “They’ve asked me to play with them again,” Grange happily told his friend.  He had more good news to share as well, of course, but he wanted to space the reports out slightly.
 
   “That’s good,” Garrel told him.  “Hockis has a job for us.  Tomorrow night, at the plaza again,” he gave the basic details.
 
   “Already? So soon? Just three days after the last one, in the same place?  That goes against all the rules Hockis has been preaching at us for the past year or more,” Grange protested.
 
   “I know,” Garrel nodded his head in agreement, and seemed to share the doubts momentarily.  “But he knows best,” the boy overcame his concerns immediately.
 
   “I’ve got an engagement.  I’m supposed to play with the band on the north bank, starting at sunset,” Grange said slowly.  With the prospect of a semi-regular job playing in the band, the allure of thievery was suddenly diminished.  “I didn’t expect him to want to go back to the plaza so quickly.”
 
   “We’ll be done before sunset,” Garrel waved the objection away breezily.  “You work with us, then you go make music – nothing simpler.”
 
   “I promised Lurinda I’d walk her over to the plaza to hear us play,” Grange threw another wrench into the plan.  “That’ll take a while more.”
 
   “Lurinda?” Garrel asked incredulously.
 
   “We talked at the fest the other night.  I’ve just come from her shop, as a matter of fact,” Grange said.
 
   “You and Lurinda?  That doesn’t make any sense,” Garrel stared at him.
 
   “Okay,” his friend puffed his cheeks as he concentrated.  “I’ll find Hockis and tell him we have to be done an hour before sunset.  Will that give you enough time?”
 
   “Not really,” Grange tried to estimate the time needed for him to walk the necessary route.  “But I’ll make it work,” he added, as he saw the frustration growing on Garrel’s face.
 
   “You and Lurinda?” his friend asked again.
 
   “I’m going to find out,” Grange said.  “But it looks promising for now,” he grinned.
 
   “Good for you,” Garrel slapped him on the shoulder.  “Alright, meet at the plaza in midafternoon tomorrow, and we’ll get things taken care of in time for you to go have happy times, lucky guy!”
 
   He walked away and left the alley.  Grange waited a minute to allow separation, then followed him out, and continued to the orphanage.  He felt uneasy at the thought of another round of picking pockets – so many things in the past two days had piled up on this mind that he found that he didn’t want to add the complication of another effort to steal.  He remembered the feel of the patrolman’s hand on his shoulder, and he remembered the terror of the old woman staring into his eyes.  He thought about the joy of having a job and a girlfriend, and he felt tempted to chase Garrel down and cancel his involvement.
 
   Except he knew that his fingers were important.  He was the key to the scam, and he didn’t want to just abandon his companions.  Without him, they’d have no one to picket the pockets, to collect the money that was the sole purpose for carrying out the job.
 
   He returned to the orphanage for the rest of the day, feeling restless.  He played tunes on his old flute to entertain the younger children, then ate supper with his friends and went to bed relatively early.
 
   Just as he went to bed feeling restless, he woke up the next morning feeling restless as well.  Too many events and potentials and conflicts weighed on his mind, more weighty matters than he’d ever been exposed to in his whole previous life seemed to have all come to a head in the past few days, leaving him confused and anxious, and wishing that some miracle would come and simply cut through all the issues with one clean sweep.
 
   When the afternoon finally arrived, Grange was relieved to finally be in motion.  He walked to the plaza, and took up a position in the western portion of the open space, so that he could watch for the beginning of Hockis’s magic show.  He worried that the ringleader was going to wait for the late afternoon crowd, who traditionally seemed to carry more cash, and thereby throw all of Grange’s delicately timed plans into a fractured mess.
 
   But Hockis arrived as early as Grange wanted, and just a minute later, Garrel drifted into view as well.
 
   That gave Grange a sense of relief.  Everything was in place, and suddenly all his worries melted away.  He would work the crowd and collect the money, same as always.  When they met to split up the profits, he’d tell his friends that he was finished with being a pickpocket, and wish them the best of luck, while he would move on with his plans to become a band member.
 
   Then he’d bolt over to find Lurinda, and finally go to the north shore plaza to spend the night playing music, and maybe dancing with the lovely girl, and who knew what else would happen!
 
   He inconspicuously sauntered over to the location Hockis had chosen for the magic show, a location that was different from the usual spot, closer to the walls and further from the alleys that Grange always preferred to escape into.  Grange felt a mild prick of annoyance, but he held it down as he began to examine the backsides of the audience, looking for the targets and beginning to develop a planned route that would yield the greatest profit.
 
   Hockis was in his performance, laughing with the audience and holding their attention, although he fumbled his first juggling trick in a very uncharacteristic manner.  
 
   “Now look at this volunteer over here,” he spoke loudly, giving Grange the clue that he was diverting attention over to Garrel.  It was fast, again out of the ordinary, but Grange was thankful that the pace had picked up to give him more time afterwards.  Accordingly, he sprang into action.
 
   He reached into the pocket of his first target and delicately squeezed his fingers around a heavy purse.  He pulled it free as he walked on towards his next mark, then abruptly was jerked backwards by the purse.  His eyes flew downward in astonishment, and he saw that a fine metal chain connected the purse to the inside of the pocket.  The owner of the purse shouted in a deep voice, and then chaos erupted around Grange.
 
   A man in front of him turned and swung a truncheon at his head, while another man landed a hand on his shoulder.  He thought he heard Garrel shout his name, and then a swarm of men had him surrounded, and were pummeling him into unconsciousness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Grange woke up, and wished that he didn’t.  He felt sore from the top of his head down to his shins.  He was in a damp, dark, gloomy place, and he gave a muffled moan as he started to roll over.
 
   “Take it easy, Grange,” he heard Garrel’s voice, though it sounded distorted.
 
   “Where are we?” Grange asked as he carefully sat up.  He was lying on a cold stone floor in a dark space.
 
   “We’re in prison – the Tyrant’s own prison,” Garrel said.  “That no-good double-crosser sold us out.”
 
   Grange had his hands up and his elbows propped on his knees as he rested his forehead gingerly on his hands.
 
   “They beat you pretty bad,” Garrel told him.
 
   “What happened?” Grange asked.
 
   “Hockis set us up.  He gave us to the police so that he could go free,” Garrel said bitterly.  “He got caught in the last job, the one that he took so long to return from, where we went to the third rendezvous.  He told the patrol he could deliver us to them if they let him go, because he was just the front man.  We’re the real criminals, he told them, if you can believe it!” 
 
   Grange opened his eyes again, and realized they were adjusting to the darkness.  He could see faintly.  Garrel was sitting on a small bench that protruded from the wall.
 
   “Help me up,” Grange asked, as he held up his hand.
 
   “Oh, ow,” he said sharply as Garrel hoisted him upwards.
 
   “They beat you pretty bad,” Garrel repeated as he situated Grange on the bench so that he could lean against the wall.  “I only saw you for a second or two, but there were a dozen patrol men punching you as you went down.  Only two took me.”
 
   “What time is it?  When will we get out?” Grange asked.  He had no doubt that he’d already missed Lurinda, and probably the session with the band.  He’d have to beg his way back into the good graces of the band leader, if he could use an arrest as an excuse from work.
 
   “We’ve been down here probably a day or so.  They brought one meal, but I couldn’t eat it,” Garrel answered.
 
   “What happens next?” Grange asked.
 
   “What happens is that you two stop talking and let me sleep,” a voice spoke up from nearby.
 
   “The neighbors aren’t the best,” Garrel spoke in a low voice, almost a whisper.  “But at least it’s just the two of us in our cell.”
 
   Grange gave a moan of pain and anguish.
 
   “There’s a bucket in the corner if you need it,” Garrel offered.
 
   Grange shook his head, then leaned back and shut his eyes.  “I was going to dance with Lurinda.  I was going to play in the band,” he moaned.
 
   “You can forget all of that for now,” Garrel said.  “Maybe in a few months.”
 
   “Months?” Grange asked in an agonized whisper.
 
   “The other prisoners here say that criminals are being rounded up and shipped out to work at a labor camp in the mountains.  The Tyrant wants to build a canal, so that his ships don’t have to pay fees at Falls City,” Garrel explained.
 
   “I don’t even know what that means,” Grange whispered.
 
   “Neither do I.  I was hoping you could explain it to me,” Garrel sighed.
 
   They sat in silence then, and Grange drifted off to sleep, leaning against Garrel’s shoulder.
 
   When he awoke there were sounds in the prison ward.  A jailer was delivering food to the cells, with a companion who carried a lantern, and another who carried a mace.  Their bowl of food was slipped on the floor through a slot, and then the bright light moved further down the hallway past them.
 
   “I’m hungry enough to eat it.  I’m just not going to look at it,” Garrel announced as he walked over to the pan and sniffed it gingerly.  He made retching noises while Grange remained on the bench, and then Garrel returned.  “I’m not that hungry after all,” he explained.
 
   “So Hockis isn’t in prison?” Grange asked.
 
   “Not as far as I know.  I only know what the patrol men told me while we were being arrested,” Garrel replied.
 
   The next day Grange felt better.  He was still sore, but he could tell the sore spots were healing.  When the daily food delivery came, there were extra guards, and instead of slipping a pan through the slot in the door, the guards opened the door completely.
 
   “Up and on your feet,” one of them said.  “You’re done here.”
 
   “Are we free?” Garrel asked as he stood and approached the door.  Grange followed him.
 
   “No, you’re on trial,” the guard said.  “Now move along; we’ve got others to pick up.”
 
   They left the room and had shackles clamped around their ankles, then began to shuffle through the dim passages of the prison.  The guards stopped several times, and a dozen other prisoners were added to the chained shackles, then the procession climbed up three flights of stairs.
 
   Grange was blinded when a pair of double doors was opened, and sunlight came streaming in as the chain gang slowly walked out of the prison into a drab, stonewalled yard.  Two minutes later they entered another building, and then were taken to an austere hearing chamber, where a judge sat at a high desk, and several other guards were positioned.
 
   “The accused will stand in the box,” the judge ordered, as the chain gang was led to a cage in front of the judge.
 
   “By the authority vested in me by the most righteous ruler of Verdant, the Tyrant, I find you all guilty of the crimes you stand accused of,” the judge promptly said.  “You all are hereby sentenced to death by hanging, at sunset today.”
 
   The men in the cage gave voice to a variety of howls and shrieks of protest at the unexpected proceeding.
 
   “Through the leniency of the Tyrant, I may offer you the opportunity to commute your sentence to five years of labor in service to your nation.  Those of you who wish to receive this boon shall so claim mercy,” the judge immediately instructed.
 
   “I claim mercy,” Garrel instantly shouted, as did a half dozen others, while Grange stood in silent shock.
 
   “Having heard all of you request the mercy of the Tyrant, I grant you all the remainder of your lives.
 
   “The prisoners will be attired,” the judge ordered.
 
   A guard unlocked the cage, less than a minute after it had been closed and locked.
 
   “Approach me one at a time, and move slowly,” the guard ordered.
 
   The prisoners approached him in the order that the chains allowed.  As they did, each was unlocked from the chains, and escorted by a guard to the back of the room, where they were ordered to disrobe, then handed a bright yellow shirt and pair of yellow pants.  Within minutes, they were all reattached to the shackles, and stood out like a bowl full of lemons as they waited in the back of the courtroom.  The judge left his chair without ceremony, and the guards took them away.
 
   There were cries and shouts and wails from the prisoners as they were led away.
 
   “I have to see my wife,” one man cried.
 
   “I didn’t do anything wrong,” another tried to claim.
 
   “My business will be ruined; my family can’t survive,” a third said, just before a guard uncoiled a whip and began lashing it viciously at the protesters. There were more cries, until the lash fell more widely.
 
   They left through a doorway and came to a courtyard, in an incongruously extravagant portion of the palace grounds, with beautiful towers, and walls with windows and balconies looking down upon the arrival of the prisoners.  They found another squad of forlorn prisoners in the same yellow clothing waiting for them there, with more guards surrounding them.
 
   “All hail the glory of the Tyrant,” one of the officers present shouted, and the guards all looked up at a high balcony, where a man in luxurious robes was accompanied by a pair of young women.,  The guards saluted, and the man waved back diffidently.
 
   A large pair of gates opened in one wall.  
 
   “Now start running, you dogs.  Start running towards your destiny, and your chance to contribute to the greater prosperity of Verdant,” the officer shouted the command.  Some of the guards starting jogging, and the prisoners did too, awkwardly as some tried to run, some tried to walk, and some didn’t try to move at all, though the chain bound them all together.
 
   Grange took a step forward, then jerked to a stop and tumbled forward when the man behind him stood still.
 
   “Get up, you lazy criminal,” the guard with the whip shouted, and Grange felt the painful sting of the leather rip through his yellow shirt, leaving a welt on his back.
 
   He scrambled up, then nearly fell again as the man in front of him tried to start to run.  Grange threw his hands down in front of him, bounced his palms off the pavement, and regained his balance precariously, though he scrapped the skin off a patch of his hand.
 
   The group began to lumber along, as it passed through the gate, and they gained an awkward pace when they found themselves out in the city, under the observation of the residents.  There were jeers and hoots from both sides, while the guards kept screaming obscenities and urging them forward along the road.
 
   Grange looked over at Garrel, who was connected to a separate chain, one that ran parallel to his own.  Garrel was like Grange, young and in relatively good physical condition.  The two of them were comfortably running along at the slow pace of the group.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Grange asked Garrel in a low voice.
 
   The whip immediately cracked in the air near his face, making him swerve dramatically, and nearly loose his balance.
 
   “No talking among the filthy prisoners,” a guard shouted.
 
   “Now pick up the pace.  We’ve got a long way to go,” another guard said, as he ran alongside the foremost prisoner in the front of the file of prisoners.
 
   The awkward pace tried to go faster, and slowly the men gained a rhythmic stride that satisfied even the sadistic officer in charge of moving the men to where ever they were going.  The whip ceased its use, and the only sounds were the heavy breathing of the men, the rattling noises from their chains, and the scuffling of their feet on the road, as they passed out of the city.  They left the paved streets inside the city walls behind, and began to traverse the dusty country highway beyond the city.  It was a heavily traveled road that carried much traffic, leaving the surface of the way rutted and pitted in many spots as it followed the path of the Great River, which flowed from the east to the west in the broad, fertile mountain valley that was the home of the nation named Verdant, and its capital city named Fortune.
 
   Grange was in a daze, a long, consuming state of shock.  He knew that his whole world had crumbled, that the great promise of one day soon had turned into a permanently lost dream.  But the speed of the whipsaw, the change from being so high to falling so low made him numb, almost catatonic, and the brutal treatment by the guards drove him deeper into darkness.  A tiny spark of resolute hopefulness barely glowed inside, wondering if he could somehow escape, and return to the city.  But the chaffing of the metal cuff around his ankle painfully disabused him of that notion.
 
   The guards ran the prisoners for miles, until they reached a small post at the confluence of a small river that ran into the Great River.
 
   “All prisoners into the water; everyone into the ford,” their chief guard shouted at the exhausted men in chains.  The road was a shallow ford across the stream, just a couple of hundred yards away from the mouth of the river.
 
   A fresh set of guards came out of the post, as the prisoners plunged into the water, then shouted and squealed in shock.  The small river’s waters were icy cold – the water flowed directly down from the snow fields at the tops of the mountains south of the Verdant valley, so that the water was painfully chilled.
 
   Grange stopped moving, as the rest of his chain gang also stopped.  He bent low at the waist, his hands resting on his knees.  He looked down, where he saw that his yellow pants leg was orange around the ankle that was manacled, the result of the bloody chaffing the shackle had inflicted upon his leg, and he saw tendril of fresh red blood seeping away in the current of the water as he stood in the stream.  The water was so cold that it quickly moved from painful to thankfully numbing, taking the sting out of his ankle as the cold overwhelmed his nerves.
 
   “Good bye animals,” one of the guards mockingly called, as the escorts from the city turned the prisoners over to a new set of guards, who stood ready and rested.
 
   “Stop your sleeping, and let’s get to work,” the commander of the new escort bawled.  “Everyone pick up a bundle,” he pointed to a pile of canvas packs next to the post building.
 
   The prisoners started to wearily walk over to the post, when the man in front of Grange suddenly went berserk.  He lunged at a guard as he passed him, trying to grab the man’s spear.  The chain around his ankle pulled him up short of his target – he fell on his face, his fingers inches short of the spear, while he pulled Grange and another prisoner off their feet with his desperate effort.
 
   The guard jumped back, then mercilessly slammed the spear down into the prisoner’s back, making him scream, then stiffen, and collapse into silence.
 
   “Who’s got the keys?” the guard asked in a bored tone, as the living prisoners looked on in shocked horror.  “You,” the guard pointed the bloody spear point at Grange, “carry the body over and throw it in the stream, so that it gets washed away,” he commanded.
 
   Another guard brought a metal key, and unlocked the shackle from the dead man, then from Grange, who hastened to obey the hard-hearted guard’s command.  He hadn’t known the dead prisoner at all, he reflected.  He’d stared at the man’s back for hours, seen the muscles cramp up and heard the man’s labored breath, when Grange’s world had constricted to only seeing what was directly in front of him during the run.  And now that man was dead.
 
   Grange lifted the dead man’s body, reluctant to look at his face because he didn’t want to see what death looked like, and carried the heavy body on his back to the stream, where he lowered the body as respectfully as he could into the water, then watched it float slowly in the current, headed towards the larger river beyond.
 
   “Please watch over his spirit,” Grange gave a momentary prayer, thrown to any and all deities who might be listening, in the hopes that the dead man’s own god might hear.
 
   “Come along,” the guard called.  “Stop mooning and get going; pick up your pack.”  A minute later he was reattached to the chain, and walking with the other prisoners through the ford in the river to resume the day’s trip.  They ran on for hours more, the prisoners exhausted, but still moving to avoid the slash of the whip across their backs.
 
   At sunset they passed through a small village, then entered an enclosure, and were led into a crude barn.
 
   “This is where you’ll spend the night.  Each of you has your bundle, with your bedding and food for the next four days.  There’ll be guards at the door, so don’t try to leave the barn,” their guard told them as the two dozen prisoners stood uncertainly in the barn’s dim interior.
 
   “Will you unchain us now?” one prisoner asked from the back of the group.
 
   “No,” the guard laughed.  “You won’t be unchained until you reach the work camp.  Get used to each other,” he advised.
 
   “But what about a toilet?” the prisoner wanted to know.  “How do we,” he paused without finishing the question.
 
   “Watch where you step and hold your nose,” the guard gave an evil grin, then shut the door, and slid the clasp shut on the outside of the door frame.
 
   The circumstances were miserable, but Grange and the others were all too exhausted to care any longer.  They settled in and all fell asleep until the guards opened the door shortly after sunrise the next morning.
 
   “Eat your breakfast!  We leave in five minutes,” a guard shouted into the barn.  The men desperately tried to prepare for departure, and the guards mercilessly drove them out of the building five minutes later, sending them into another long, grueling day of running.  One of the prisoners died at midday; when they stopped for the noon shift at a guard outpost, the man lay down, and never got up.
 
   That night they slept in an open field, still chained and guarded.  And the following day the routine resumed, except that they finally stopped following the river, and started to climb into the mountains, at the western end of the valley that was the nation of Verdant.  The third day was nothing but climbing through the mountains, following the large excavated ditch that was expected to become a shipping canal someday. 
 
   Grange was as dull and exhausted as any of the prisoners.  Every step was agony as the shackles cut his ankle, and his muscles strained and ached from the brutal regime of unending exercise.  He had no opportunity to speak to Garrel, nor did any of the prisoners speak more than a word or two, as they struggled to hold onto life and sanity under the brutal circumstances.
 
   Two more prisoners died in the mountains, overcome by the stress. 
 
   “They took the easy way out,” one prisoner managed to express his opinion.
 
   On the fourth day, they ran along the rough road that had been leveled beside the future canal bed, always rising upward through the mountains, and Grange was vaguely aware of the dark mountains that rose ahead of them in all directions.  There were no villages, no people, no cabins – only the empty, desolate mountain wilderness of stones and trees and streams, with snow and ice far overhead on the mountaintops.
 
   They reached a large encampment shortly before sunset, where hundreds of laborers were housed in tents, while a substantial garrison of guards lived in stone and wood fortified homes.  There was a large, open kitchen cooking food for the laborers, a store where the guards could buy supplies, and even a few women walking through the camp, to Grange’s surprise.
 
   “You’ll be housed with the yellow squad,” the officer from their last escort of guards informed them.  He gestured to the guards, and a pair of them went about removing the shackles from the legs of the survivors of the journey.  “We’ll escort you to your quadrant, and sign you in.  You’ll be responsible for yourselves after that,” he said tonelessly.
 
   They walked for ten minutes through the camp, through areas where all the laborers wore red or orange or blue clothes.  They drew stares and jeers and indifference among those they passed, but they soon came to the yellow sector, and were led to a large stone building.
 
   “Line up and give your name,” a new officer ordered, as they passed by a window at a porch, one by one, being identified.
 
   “You’re in Tent Three,” the guard clerk told Grange when he had his turn to give his name.
 
   “Where is it?” Grange asked.
 
   “Next to Tent Two, I imagine,” the man said dismissively.  “Move along.”
 
   Grange trod a few feet out of the way, then stopped.  Like all the new arrivals, he still carried his bundle of supplies.  He still had some of the dried food and hard bread he had carried, for he’d been too tired to eat at night.  His blankets that he slept in were dirty, but dry and still intact.
 
   “”Where are you?” Garrel slouched over next to him.
 
   “In a nightmare,” Grange answered.  “Tent Three,” he grew realistic.  “How about you?”
 
   “I’m in Tent Five; they must be close together,” Garrel concluded.  “Let’s look over there,” he nodded to the right.
 
   “Is this Tent Three or Five?” Grange asked thirty seconds later, when they reached a yellow tent in the middle of a row.
 
   “Have we got some new volunteers?” one of the two men sitting in front of the tent asked as he inspected the two arrivals.  “It’s about time Yellow got some fresh meat.  We’ve about killed ourselves trying to meet quota.  You’ll come in handy.
 
   “Go down three tents to Tent Four and tell Matey you’re new.  He’ll work you into the system,” the same man instructed.
 
   The two accordingly trudged down the track between rows of tents and stopped in front of Tent Four, where a burly man stood at attention.
 
   “What do you want?  Move along,” the man said.
 
   “We’re new.  Someone told us to see Matey,” Garrel spoke up.  “We can go to our tents,” he added.
 
   The man turned and looked in through the tent flap, then pulled it open.  “Go in,” he ordered.
 
   The two boys pushed the heavy material aside and stepped into the muted light inside the tent.  A man sat in a chair behind a desk.  There were two more men in the tent, and only one bed.  All three men looked at Grange and Garrel as they entered.
 
   “What do we have here, new members of the construction crew?” the man at the desk asked.
 
   The two boys silently looked at one another, unsure of whether they were on the construction crew or assigned to some other task.
 
   “Were you sent here to work?” the man asked impatiently after the silence dragged out too long for his tastes.  “Or are you here in a tour of the scenic mountains?”
 
   “We’re here to work,” Garrel answered in a low voice.
 
   “That’s better.  What charges were you arrested on?” one of the men in the side chairs asked, his eye glittering with interest.
 
   “Pickpockets,” Grange spoke up.
 
   “We’ve got plenty of those,” the man at the desk replied, as the man who asked the question no longer looked interested.
 
   “You just do your work, stay out of the way, and expect to do me a favor when the time comes,” he told the two.  “Other than that, enjoy your time with us.  You’re dismissed,” he stopped looking at them, then picked up a cigar from the edge of his desk and took a deep draught on it as he returned to examining the papers on his desk.
 
   “Who are you?” Grange blurted out the question.  “Why do we owe you a favor?”
 
   The men in the chairs looked up at him with dark eyes, and Grange felt the tension in the tent rise.
 
   The man at the desk waved them back into their seats before they rose.  “It’s alright.  He can ask the question.
 
   “There are eight prisoners here for every guard,” he said.  “My name’s Matey.  I control the prisoners in the yellow sector.  My men keep things under control, so that the guards don’t get too stressed.  If it weren’t for me and a few friends like me to keep things smooth, the reckless young boys like you would get mad over something, and there’d be a riot.
 
   “The guards would probably all be killed, and there would be chaos and trouble, until the new guards came, and they’d come in with the plan to kill everyone they could find,” he said as though explaining a patently obvious fact to a child.
 
   “So I keep things calm and the boys under control.  In return, everyone here does favors for me when I need them,” he finished.  “So that’s who I am – I run this place.
 
   “Now, go to your tents and get settled in.  You’re wearing yellow, so you’ll be working tomorrow in the tunnel.  Get your rest,” he said dismissively.
 
   The two boys turned and exited from the tent, then stood outside.  The air at the high mountain altitude was chilly.  “I’ll put my things in my tent, and you do the same, then we can get some food,” Garrel suggested.
 
   They parted ways, and Grange turned right to the tent he belonged to.  He pulled the flap back and saw eight bunks stacked in the space, the same space that held only one bunk in Matey’s tent.  There was a man sitting on one of the bunks.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked with brisk words.
 
   “Grange.  I just got assigned here,” the newcomer replied.
 
   The man looked him up and down in a careful evaluation.  “That’s your bunk there,” he pointed to a middle bunk with little space above it.  “All the others are taken.”
 
   Grange placed his belongings in the confined space atop the thin mattress.  “I’ll be back later,” he told his new tent mate.
 
   “Make sure you’re here before curfew,” the man advised, “or you’ll owe Matey.”
 
   Grange looked at the man momentarily, then shrugged as he turned and left the tent.
 
   Garrel was already waiting outside, and together they walked back to the spot where they had passed the open kitchen.  A number of prisoners were lined up, so they joined the line, waited and moved forward, and received a slab of cold, hard, dry dark bread, hollowed out to act as a bowl for a sloppy stew mixture that was ladled into the opening.
 
   They took their food and returned to a slab of wood not far from the yellow sector, where they sat down and started eating their unappetizing meal, picking out the pieces of vegetable and small slices of meal with their fingers, then eating the bread as it soaked up the soup stock.
 
   “What are we going to do, Garrel?” Grange asked.
 
   “We’re going to hunker down, stay out of trouble, and figure out what’s going on around here,” Garrel said matter-of-factly.
 
   “What about an escape?” Grange immediately asked.
 
   “We can’t escape here, at least not until the spring.  There’s nothing but wilderness all the way back through the mountains.  You and I are city kids; we don’t know a thing about how to live in the mountains, especially in winter.  Stay out of trouble, wait until spring, then make an escape,” Garrel advised.
 
   “What’s it going to be like here?” Grange asked in a low voice, dismayed by the prospect of a future in a labor camp.
 
   “We’ll find out,” Garrel sighed.  They sat in silence, watching the people in the camp walk by.  As the sun started to set, the air turned noticeably cooler, and they returned to their tents to climb into their bunks and wrap up in their blankets.
 
   Grange found four men already in the dim interior of his tent when he opened it.
 
   “Who are you?” one of them immediately asked.
 
   “Grange – my name is Grange,” he replied.
 
   “What did you do?” the man followed with a new question.
 
   “To get sent here,” he added after Grange’s moment of silent confusion.
 
   “Pick pocket,” Grange answered.
 
   “That’s as good as any, I suppose,” the man ambiguously answered.  “I’m Tarn.  This is Gren, Mark, and Rill,” he introduced the others.  “The rest of the tent may or may not float in here tonight, depending on what they may be doing for Matey.”
 
   “Does everyone do something for Matey?” Grange asked as he crawled into his covers, anxious to warm up.
 
   Grange fell into an uneasy sleep that night, despite how tired his body felt from the terrible rigors of the journey to the labor camp.  He was vaguely aware of men who entered and left the tent, but when a loud bugle awoke him early the next morning, he found no further men had entered to sleep in the tent.
 
   "Go get breakfast first," one of the others recommended. 
 
   He sleepily complied, joining a long line to receive a meal much like the dinner the night before, except with lumpy porridge inside the bread bowl.   As he ate, he waved to Garrel when his friend passed by.
 
   Before Garrel returned though, a guard roused him from his seat. 
 
   "Get up and fall in," the guard barked.
 
   “But I just got here yesterday,” Grange unthinkingly protested.
 
   The guard uncoiled a whip that hung from his hip, and Grange hastily got up.
 
   “First day to work and you’re already on your way to the tunnel.  Congratulations!” the guard mocked him.  “Now, get in the line and follow,” he ordered.
 
   Dejected, fearful, and astonished again at how bad luck managed to multiple, Grange fell into line and trudged along behind the others.  They walked through the camp to the canal bed, then turned and followed the towpath along the canal, straight towards a sheer mountainside ahead.  Half an hour later, Grange looked in amazement at the steady stream of men who rolled wheelbarrows full of stone out of a dark entrance in the squared-off face of the mountain.
 
   “In you go,” the guard who had nabbed Grange ordered, and the squad of prison-laborers moved into the murky interior of the mountain.  Grange stumbled immediately in the nearly complete darkness, before his eyes gradually adjusted and he realized that there were widely spaced torches placed in brackets on the walls.  As they moved further into the interior of the tunnel they walked through sections where Grange heard constant dripping sounds, while the stone surface grew wet and slippery, and drizzles of cold water even fell on their heads.
 
   They passed a steady stream of men who were carting more stones out of the tunnel while they strode deep into the mountain.
 
   “How far does this go?” Grange asked the man closest to him.
 
   “It’s going to go all the way through the mountain,” the man answered in a low voice.  “This is the highest ridge the canal has to cross, and the Tyrant’s staff plans to go through the mountain instead of over it.
 
   “We’ve been working on this tunnel for six months, and we’re less than half way through.  Plus we lose a couple of men every day in here due to accidents or roof collapses or fights,” he explained.
 
   There was a ragged cheer from a work crew as the new arrivals approached.
 
   “This is your station.  Relieve the previous shift,” the guards ordered.  There was a disorderly changing of personnel, in which Grange found himself holding a pick at the end of the line, several feet away from anyone else, facing the blank wall that was the next portion of the mountain waiting to be pierced.
 
   “Get to work, you scrubs!  Get to work!” the guards started shouting.  Grange could see little in the thick darkness at his end of the cavern, where the rocky surroundings seemed to soak up the rays of light that weakly reached him.
 
   He raised his pick and swung it, breaking a small amount of rubble free from the wall, with a loud clanking noise and a momentary spark.  He heard the sound of the guards’ whips cracking somewhere nearby, so he raised the pick and swung it again, knocking more stones free.  He set a deliberate pace, trying to preserve his arms and shoulders and back from too much effort too early in the shift, then stopped ten minutes later when a pair of men with wheelbarrows and a lantern rolled up and hauled away the stones he had loosened.   He stood and rested on his pick, sweating in spite of the cool subterranean air, then resumed working once the wheelbarrows trundled away into the darkness.
 
   He worked for hours, his body quivering with strain by the end of the shift, his arms rubbery in their exhaustion and his back bowed with over-exertion.  When he heard the arrival of the replacement shift, he gladly lowered his pick, and dragged it towards the source of the sounds, then was relieved to join the group of men who were sent marching back out of the tunnel.
 
   Many minutes later they wearily emerged into the darkness of the open night.  The air was cooler than it had been in the cavern, compounding Grange’s discomfort, as he walked back to camp.  He reached the cooking station, where there were only loaves of bread left, and he hungrily accepted one.  He started gnawing on it as he walked back to his tent, desperate to reach his bunk and to fall into a state of exhausted sleep.
 
   As he pulled back the canvas flap at his darkened tent, a large beefy hand landed on his shoulder, then jerked him backwards and spun him around.
 
   “Matey wants to see you,” one of his stocky guards growled.  “Where have you been?”
 
   “In the tunnel, digging,” Grange answered with a sigh.
 
   The man gave him a shove towards the tent next to his, where another bodyguard caught him and shoved him into the tent of the head of the shadowy organization of laborers.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for you all day.  Where have you been?” Matey asked.  He lay on his bed, visible in the light of a lantern, an attractive woman standing over him massaging his back, as Grange looked on in jealousy.
 
   “I’ve been working in the tunnel all day,” Grange repeated his answer.
 
   “You weren’t supposed to go to work.  I have a job for a pickpocket, and I want to find out how good you are.  Now, go to bed, and don’t go to the tunnel tomorrow.  Come see me after breakfast.  If anyone gives you trouble, tell them Matey has a job for you, and they’ll leave you alone.
 
   Go on, move along,” the man turned his head away from Grange, and motioned for the woman to adjust her massage to treat his other shoulder.
 
   Grange stumbled away, and was soon in his own bunk, where he fell into a deep, deep slumber.
 
   When he awoke, the other men in his tent were arising, getting dressed and making noise.
 
   “Did you see Matey?” Gren asked.  “It’s better not to keep him waiting.”
 
   “His men were looking for you yesterday,” Rill chimed in.
 
   “I was working in the tunnel,” Grange replied.
 
   “The tunnel?  How’d you get assigned to the tunnel?  You’re lucky to come out of there alive,” Rill exclaimed.
 
   The men left the tent, with final admonishments to be sure to see Matey, while Grange slowly pulled his boots on, then stumbled out of the tent.  He looked to his left and saw two guards at Matey’s tent watching him.
 
   “I’m just going to go get breakfast.  I’ll be right back,” he explained, then hurried to the kitchen line to get his bread and porridge breakfast, which he hurriedly consumed as he walked back towards his tent.
 
   “Grange!” he heard Garrel’s voice call, and he turned to see his friend behind him.
 
   “Where were you yesterday?” Garrel asked.
 
   “A guard made me go with his squad to a tunnel in the mountain,” Grange flexed his right arm, still feeling the soreness in his muscles and shoulder.
 
   “Everyone was looking for you – Matey wanted to see you,” Garrel told him.
 
   “I’m on my way to see him now,” Grange assured his friend.
 
   “If he’s happy with you, life here could be pretty easy, Grange,” Garrel spoke in a low voice.  “But if he doesn’t like your work,” the warning was left unfinished.
 
   Grange nodded his understanding, and then the two split apart, as they reached the row of tents.  Grange took a last bite of his bread, then threw the crust aside as he jogged to the front of Matey’s tent.
 
   “Wait,” one of the guards gave a monosyllabic order, then went into the tent for five seconds, and withdrew.
 
   Grange started to step forward, but the man held his hand up to clearly indicate that Grange was not yet ordered into the tent.
 
   A minute later, a woman came out of the tent, buttoning up her blouse as she let the cloth flap swing closed behind her.  She smiled brazenly at one guard as she patted the other on the shoulder, brushed past Grange, walking unnecessarily close by him, so that her body grazed his as she gave him a wink, and then she was on her way, striding through the city of tents.
 
   “Where’s my pickpocket?” Matey’s voice called out.
 
   “Get in there – now,” ordered the guard who had held him up before, and Grange quickly hustled inside the tent.
 
   Matey was standing with his back to the door, wearing a robe.  He turned around when Grange entered, and gave the boy a quick appraisal.
 
   “Today, I have a simple little task for you,” Matey told Grange.  “Over in the blue section of the camp there’s a captain who has a beard on his chin, and a scar over his eye.  He has a lady friend who wears a piece of jewelry on her blouse – green, polished stones.
 
   “I want you to get that brooch for me,” Matey said.  “Just a simple little thing.”
 
   “Does she wear it pinned onto her clothes?” Grange asked, sensing trouble already from the assignment.  Picking a purse out of a pocket was relatively easy work – the purse would be loose and easy to remove, unless it was chained in place, the way Hockis’s set-up had been.  But a pinned brooch on a woman’s chest would be difficult.
 
   “Well of course she does!  She flaunts it everywhere.  I know a woman or two who are very jealous of Fleutitia’s jewels, and I intend to make them happy,” Matey snapped.  “Is there a problem?” he asked in an ominous voice.
 
   “No,” Grange paused.  “It’s just that I’m used to working in a team, with a helper or two.”
 
   “Oh, for the love of the spirits!  This is your moment to shine!  You go out and do this on your own, and I’ll be very happy with you.  If you don’t do it, I’ll be very unhappy with you.  Now go,” Matey ordered.  He stepped over to his desk and sat down, as Grange stood in his spot.
 
   “Go on, I said,” Matey repeated himself.  “And when you come back, you better have the brooch with you.”
 
   Grange turned and fled from the tent.  He walked quickly away, out of sight of the guards, then sat on a tree stump and tried to weigh his prospects for success.  It was going to be difficult, he knew.  He could try to boldly rip the brooch off the woman’s blouse and run, but that seldom succeeded.  He could wait until night, and steal the pin from her clothes when she wasn’t wearing them, unless she happened to undress in the tent of the officer she apparently kept company with.
 
   Or perhaps he could find something to trade for the brooch, something that would make the job easier.
 
   He needed to see the target, he decided, to understand what his chances of success could be.  And he wanted to be inconspicuous, which meant he didn’t want to wear bright yellow clothes as he strolled through the blue section of the camp.
 
   “Where is the laundry?” he asked the first person he happened to see, a guard.
 
   “On the western edge of the camp, by the stream.  Why?” the guard asked.
 
   “Matey told me to pick something up for him,” Grange responded.
 
   “Going around the south end of the camp’s the quickest way,” the guard advised, impressed by the use of Matey’s name.
 
   Grange nodded his thanks and began circling around the camp as directed, noting the number of solid stone structures built along the fringes of the camp, and guarded by uniformed guards. He passed by one building, where a number of officers were sitting on a porch in the front of the building, taking drinks from a large ceramic jug.
 
   He passed on by, thinking that the jug might prove useful, and reached the stream minutes later.  The laundry works were spread along the bank, with vats of boiling water and sluices that carried flowing water diverted from the stream for rinsing purposes.  Long ropes were strung for scores of yards, holding drying clothes of every type Grange had seen in the camp, and even some he hadn’t seen before.
 
   “Matey sent me to get some clean clothes for his folks,” Grange told the first worker he saw, a ponderous man who was watching water flow over a large heap of clothing in one of the sluices.
 
   “Help yourself,” the man motioned towards the clothes on the ropes, without bothering to look, which was just what Grange hoped for.  He moved into the maze made of cloth walls, unseen by anyone as the breeze made the lines of clothes sway gently.  He picked out a green outfit of clothes slightly larger than his own, and pulled them on over his yellow outfit, then ducked over to the next line and found a blue set that was larger still, and pulled it atop the green.
 
   He then wandered into the guard uniforms and pulled one of them on as well.  He had to look twice as large as normal, he knew, and the clothes were damp, giving him a chill.  But he had a way to change his appearance quickly, which he knew he was going to have to rely upon to overcome the difficulty of stealing the brooch.
 
   He left the laundry and returned to the building where the officers were engaged in their early morning bout of drinking, and he walked confidently up to the porch.  Hockis had taught him that the key to success was to show no fear or hesitation or evidence of nervousness when carrying out the pickpocketing scam, and Grange instinctively knew that the same principal applied to the bit of thievery he was attempting to accomplish.
 
   “I’m looking for an officer from the blue sector,” he told the inebriated officers, half of who watched him approach the porch, while the other half argued among themselves or played at a dice game.  “He has a bearded chin and a scar over his eye,” Grange described.
 
   “Captain Arabe?” one of the officers asked.
 
   “Does he have a lady friend?” Grange tried to clarify.
 
   “He does,” two of the officers laughed.  “A lady friend like this,” one of them motioned with his hands in the air to exaggerate a female figure, making the other officers around him laugh drunkenly.
 
   “How long is she going to hang on him?” someone asked.
 
   “How long can his purse afford her?” another asked, and they all laughed again.
 
   “Is the captain here?” Grange asked.
 
   “Can you see him?” the first officer asked.
 
   “No,” Grange replied mildly.
 
   “That answers that,” the officer said dismissively.
 
   “May I look inside?” Grange asked.  He was counting on gaining freedom to look around inside the building, so he asked in as inoffensive a tone as possible.
 
   “Help yourself,” the officer dismissively said.
 
   “If you find Arabe you can have him, and if you find the lady friend, send her out here,” another officer chimed in, releasing another round of laughs.
 
   Grange slid between the men and entered the house, finding silence inside, as he moved away from the rambunctious officers.  The building was housing and office space, he noted as he prowled around.  He passed through to the back of the house, then found steps down to a cellar, and cautiously descended.  It was nearly pitch black, so he stood on the packed earth floor of the cellar for several minutes, until his eyes adjusted, and he saw what he wanted – a set of shelves with several of the ceramic jugs stored away.
 
   He grabbed one, then climbed the steep, rickety stairs and retreated out the rear of the house.  He prowled down the back of several of the homes, then circled back around to the street in front.
 
   His plan was becoming clearer now.  He headed towards the blue section, then stopped a guard just before he entered the rows of blue tents.
 
   “I’m coming over from the yellow sector – Matey’s the man who runs everything there.  Who keeps it under control here in the blue?” he asked, still posing in his purloined guard uniform.
 
   “I’ve heard of Matey; he’s got a reputation,” the guardsman said.  “I’d rather stay here with Griswol, who’s not so bent on revenge.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Grange answered, then passed into the blue encampment’s territory.
 
   He began to walk along an aisle between two rows, uncertain of where to go, but walking with a brisk pace so that he would appear confident of his direction.  When he reached a crossing aisle where three men sat on stools tossing dice, he stopped to ask directions.
 
   “Where can I find Captain Arabe?” he asked the men.
 
   “Go down this way,” one of the men pointed.  “Then turn right, and look for the brick cabin at the end of the row.  If he’s not on duty, he’ll be there,” the man gave a knowing grin that made the others chuckle.
 
   Grange waved his thanks, then followed the directions, and five minutes later he reached the crudely built cabin.  He approached the flimsy wooden door, then knocked firmly, before he stepped back.  A voice faintly spoke in unintelligible words, making him steps to the door again.
 
   “Hello?” he called.  “Captain Arabe?”
 
   A voice sounded again, and he cautiously pressed the door open, then looked inside the single room structure.
 
   The interior was dim, with thick cloth curtains over the two windows.  There was a small stove on one side, and a bed on the other.  Clothes were scattered around the floor surrounding the bed, and in the bed lay a still-sleeping woman.
 
   “Not yet, Ahabe,” she said drowsily.
 
   Grange stood in the doorway, surveying the scene, then stepped in and pressed the door closed.
 
   There were clothes on the floor – potentially the clothes that held the jeweled brooch he had come to steal.  All his planning might prove to be needless, if it proved to be as easy as it seemed.
 
   He quietly stepped over by the bed and began picking up pieces of clothing, tossing some aside immediately, while subjecting others to a thorough search in hopes of finding the item he wanted.
 
   “Who are you?” the woman’s voice was suddenly alert, and he looked up to see her sitting up in the bed, holding her cover in front of her torso, as she looked at him.
 
   “I was sent to deliver this to Captain Arabe,” Grange answered.   He slowly rose from his crouch, and stepped back.  “Would you like to have some?” he held the jug out to her, offering it by removing the cork from the mouth.
 
   “You come into my room and try to get me drunk on that untamed moonshine?  No my young seducer, you’ll need to offer something better than that.”  She looked at the window above the bed, then twisted and reached up to pull the curtain aside momentarily, judging the time, before she turned back to Grange, who was momentarily distracted by the long stretch of pale white skin that her back had shown him, a smooth, blemish-free plane that had rippled slightly with the contractions of the muscles underneath as the woman had turned so gracefully.  What was Lurinda doing, he momentarily asked himself.  Would her skin have looked like that, he wondered.
 
   “I see that look in your eye,” the woman snapped him out of his momentary reverie.  “Arabe’ll be back here any moment now.  If you’ve got a business proposition, make it fast, and let’s get on with it,” she told him.
 
   She reached out and took the jug from him.  “It may rot my guts out, but I’ll try a swig of your drink,” she said, then held the container high overhead and drank with gusto.
 
   “Fleutitia!”a voice called, as Grange belatedly realized that the door had opened, and an officer was standing in the entrance, looking at the pair of them.
 
   “Arabe!  Help me,” the woman instantly sounded like a little girl as she dropped the jug and pulled the cover up to her neck.
 
   “This soldier was going to harm me,” she pointed at Grange as she looked pitifully towards the officer.
 
   Grange knew that things had gone wrong, terribly wrong.  He made an instant decision, relying on the instincts that had let him escape from other close scrapes in the past.  He stepped up onto the bed, making the woman shriek, then dove through the window, and landed outside the cabin, hitting the ground hard with his shoulder, causing him to wince in pain.  He got up, as he heard shouting in the cabin, and started running.
 
   He grappled with his purloined uniform jacket as he ran, trying to unbutton it.  A quick glance over his shoulder showed him that Captain Arabe was running after him, as the woman peered out of the open doorway.
 
   Grange made a quick cut to his right, slipping between two tents.  He paused for a moment to rip his guard pants down and off, then started running down the next aisle between tents, throwing his guard uniform jacket behind him, revealing the blue uniform that he wore as his first attempt at misdirection.
 
   “Stop that man!  Grab him!” Arabe’s voice called.
 
   Grange saw men looking at him, and then one came flying at him from the side, making him swerve desperately to avoid capture.  He sprinted even harder, then cut, wheeled in the opposite direction and started running between tents again, looking desperately for someplace to lose the pursuit.
 
   If he was in Fortune, he would have crawled into a sewer by this time in the flight, he told himself.
 
   A man suddenly appeared in front of him, a look of surprise on the man’s face at the sudden appearance of the streaking Grange.  There were tents on both sides, and so he dove at the ground, trying to roll into the tent and continue his escape.   He made it beneath the heavy canvas wall, then struck his head as he rose; he was underneath a set of bunkbeds he realized, so he rolled across the floor and lifted the canvas wall on the other side, while he heard someone enter the tent.
 
   There was shouting on all sides, but he didn’t stop as he began to worm his way out of the tent, until he felt a hand clamp onto his ankle.  Grange desperately kicked his ankle trying to break free, but then a pair of guards appeared next to him in the space between the tents, and he knew his escape was over.
 
   He gave a sobbing breath, then relaxed and went limp, laying on the ground and looking up at the sky as a number of men circled around him, bending and grabbing him, thrusting him up and into the aisle between the tents, where a red-faced Captain Arabe came running up out of breath.
 
   “What did you do to her?  What did you do to my Fleutita?!” the officer screamed.
 
   “Bring him!  We’ll take him back to the scene of the crime,” he commanded the guards, and Grange was roughly manhandled back towards the brick cabin.
 
   “He made me drink from that jug,” the girl told Arabe, when they returned to the cabin.  She was wearing some of her clothing, but not all – just a few strategically closed items that tantalized the men around.  There were a great many men, a crowd drawn by the drama and the expectation for instant justice to be meted out against Grange.
 
   “He said we were going to do unspeakable things, after I was drunk,” she tearfully told the captain, hanging on his shoulder fearfully.
 
   “I prayed that you would come rescue me, and you did,” she added softly.
 
   Grange looked at her, spotting the green emerald brooch that hung from her blouse, a pattern of gold worked into a flower shape, with the emeralds forming the many petals of the blossom.  It looked gorgeous, as rays of sunlight sparkled off the facets of the stones.
 
   “He’s looking at me!” the woman suddenly spoke again.  “Send him away – make me feel safe again.”
 
   “Take him to the tunnel,” Arabe instructed the guards who held Grange.  “Tell the supervisor there that this one is never to see the sunlight again.  He’s permanently assigned to work in the tunnel.
 
   “Now take him away, before I kill him myself,” he insisted.
 
   Grange was jerked by the two guards and dragged away, the circling crowd parting to make way for him to pass through, as the guards silently moved him.
 
   “Take me to the yellow sector,” Grange demanded, when they were several steps away from the cabin.  “I want to see Matey,” he told the guards.
 
   “What’s Matey got to do with this?” one of the guards asked.
 
   “I’m from the yellow sector.  He knows me,” Grange answered.  “He’ll want to see me,” he added.
 
   The pace of the guards slowed momentarily.
 
   “We don’t want to get on the wrong side of Matey,” one of them said in a low voice.
 
   “It’ll only take a minute,” the other answered, and they resumed their pace, dragging Grange through the camp.  “And he’ll pay if he’s lying.”
 
   “I’ll walk,” he insisted, shaking one arm loose so that he could turn around and be escorted in a more dignified manner.
 
   Minutes later they entered the yellow portion of the camp, and proceeded to Matey’s tent.  The two guards in the front of the tent stood at attention as the guards in the army uniforms approached with Grange.
 
   “Our pardon for interrupting, but this boy was found trying to assault a lady in the blue section.  He’s been sentenced to serving his duty in the tunnels, permanently,” one of the escorts told Matey’s guards.  “He claims he’s from yellow, and he wants to see Matey.”
 
   “We didn’t know, you know?” the second guard added apologetically.  “So we wanted to give Matey the chance, in case, you know,” the man indistinctly apologized.
 
   One of Matey’s guards nodded, then stepped inside the tent.  There was a low conversation, and the guard came back out.
 
   Just then there was a call from nearby.  “Grange?  Did you change colors?” Garrel called as he stepped out of his tent and saw his friend with the surrounding guards.
 
   Matey stepped out before there was any answer.  He looked at Grange with an expressionless face, then looked at Garrel.
 
   “Send him in,” he motioned towards Grange, then returned inside his tent.
 
   One of Matey’s guards motioned as well, and held the canvas flap open, then let the material fall closed.
 
   “What happened?” Matey asked in a flat voice.  “I gave you one simple assignment, and you screwed it up right out of the gate,”
 
   “It was difficult,” Grange replied.  “I’m a pick pocket, not a thief.”
 
   “Well, you’re a caught thief now,” Matey told him.  “go to the tunnel, stay alive, stay out of trouble, and I’ll get you out in a few months.”
 
   “Months?” Grange exploded.  “Months underground?”
 
   “You’ll miss the whole winter – it’s really a better deal for you.  Now be a man and go.  I’ll get you when it’s time, and we’ll see if you can do better next time.
 
   “Go,” he dismissed Grange, and turned away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Stunned by Matey’s rejection of his plea for help, Grange stood still, then turned and angrily pressed the canvas doorway aside as he stepped outside.
 
   “Grange, what’s happening?” Garrel asked as Grange stepped forward.
 
   “I’m being sent to the tunnel,” Grange replied.
 
   There was a small sound behind him.  “I don’t want him to be lonely; send his friend with him too,” Matey’s voice growled.
 
   One of Matey’s guards stepped over and grabbed Garrel’s shoulder in a viselike grip, making the boy fall to his knees.
 
   “That’s not fair!  He hasn’t done anything!” Grange protested.
 
   “What’s happening?” Garrel repeated.
 
   A fresh set of guards appeared from somewhere, alerted by a signal Grange hadn’t seen.  The two boys were dragged away from Matey’s tent.
 
   “Grange, tell me what this is about!” Garrel shouted.
 
   “I was arrested for trying to steal a piece of jewelry,” Grange answered.  “I’m sorry you got trapped in this.
 
   “He had nothing to do with it!” Grange told the guards that were escorting them, knowing that the protest would do no good.
 
   “Silence!” one of the guards shouted, and cuffed Grange soundly.
 
   The two of them were quick-marched across the camp to the entrance to the tunnel.
 
   “These have been assigned to permanent duty in the tunnel.  They are not to be exchanged or released under any conditions,” the guard told the security at the entrance to the tunnel.
 
   “Why not just kill them?  It’d be easier for them and us,” one of the receiving guards asked.
 
   Grange’s escort shrugged.  “It’s the orders, not my decision.”  He roughly pushed Grange forward.  “They’re yours now.
 
   “Say good bye to the sun,” he cruelly told Grange, then turned and walked away with the other escorting guards, leaving Grange and Garrel in the hands of the surprised tunnel guards.
 
   “Take ‘em back and put ‘em to work,” one guard told the other, and they started walking back into the tunnel.
 
   “It’s dark in here,” Garrel complained, as they walked in a long stretch between flickering torches.
 
   “Get used to it; this’ll seem like daylight to you in a few weeks,” the guard commented without sympathy.
 
   “You’ve been here before?” Garrel asked the still stunned Grange.
 
   “Yesterday,” he agreed.
 
   “Matey told me to go steal a piece of jewelry from a woman,” he finally began to explain to Garrel what had led to their precipitous exile.  “And the woman woke up, then her officer walked in, and I couldn’t escape – I didn’t have a safe place planned, and I didn’t have a back up to distract their attention.”
 
   “Hockis would tell you that’s sloppy planning,” Garrel admonished him.
 
   “Matey says that he’ll get us out of here,” Grange tried to be positive.
 
   “When?  How long?” Garrel immediately asked.
 
   “In the spring,” Grange glumly admitted.
 
   “The spring?  Grange, have you got any idea what that means?  Months living in a hole in the ground?  Even the rats in the sewer back in Fortune got out more than that!”
 
   They both fell into silence as they made the long trek back to the end of the working portion of the tunnel.
 
   The guard turned them over to the foreman of the working shift, with directions to keep them in the tunnel, then he returned to the tunnel’s opening, leaving the two newcomers a part of the work crew.
 
   “You get to work helping haul the rubble out in the wheelbarrows,” the foreman directed Garrel.  “You take a pick and get back there to the end of the section and get to work,” he told Grange.
 
   Grange and Garrel looked at one another, then parted ways as directed.  Grange went back past the other workers, who were swinging their picks in a desultory manner, breaking away small chunks of stone as they reluctantly widened the canal tunnel.
 
   He reached the black emptiness that was the end of the tunnel, and he began to swing his pick.  The first time the metal implement struck the stony wall in front of him, it released a shower of sparks, green flashes that made Grange think of the green jewels he had intended to steal on Matey’s orders.  The jewelry brooch had been a beautiful piece of work, one the likes of which Grange had rarely seen in the city – never among his own class of people.
 
   He swung the pick again, and felt it dislodge a large cache of rubble, while causing another explosion of green sparks.  The flight of the small glowing embers was a thing of beauty it seemed – he found that in the darkness he appreciated the fraction of a second of illumination as the sparks arced gracefully up and then floated down before extinguishing.
 
   Grange continued to tear into the wall, creating more and more rubble, and more and more sparks, until Garrel and another worker brought wheelbarrows to haul away the stones Grange had knocked loose.
 
   “You’ve created more back here by yourself than any three of the others,” Garrel told him.  “You should slow down and take it easy.”
 
   “Maybe we can see the sunlight sooner if I dig our way out this end,” Grange said with a grin, though his friend couldn’t see it in the darkness.
 
   “You keep telling yourself that,” the other laborer said.  “We’re years away from seeing this tunnel completed.”  
 
   The two men left with their loads of stones, and Grange resumed working.
 
   Did you like the jewels? A voice asked as he swung the pick.
 
   “Who said that?” he asked in astonishment, looking around in the darkness.  There was no one present.
 
   “Who’s there?” he spoke again, holding his pick in front of him, as he stood with his back turned towards the stone wall.  There were a few feeble rays of light that penetrated to his position from the nearest lantern, but the light revealed no one else present.
 
   “I must have imagined it,” he muttered to himself, his head still swiveling as he tried to find any sign of movement, any evidence of another person’s presence, without success.
 
   Dissatisfied, but convinced that he could see no one, Grange turned back to the wall, raised the pick, and struck the mountain’s innards once again.  More stones flew loose, then crumbled casually as he raised the pick for the next blow.  His arms were tiring from the grueling task, and he began to slow his work as the burn increased in his muscles.
 
   Grange’s mind wandered as he remained alone in the darkness.  He thought about Lurinda, and he thought about Hockis.  He remembered the strange dark creatures he had glimpsed back in the city of Fortune, and he wondered what they were.  He let his mind circle about, until he heard Garrel’s voice hail him.
 
   “Here’s dinner,” his fellow prisoner told him.  “We’re done for the day.”
 
   Garrel arrived with a candle in one hand, a pair of buckets of food in the other, and a pair of blankets thrown over his shoulder.  The two friends settled down among the stones and ate their meal, as Garrel described the other prisoners he had worked with during the day.  Grange listened, and kept quiet about the voice he imagined he heard.  The candle eventually guttered out, and they curled up with their blankets in the absolute darkness and silence, and went to sleep.
 
   They were awoken the next morning by the sound and light from other workers arriving in the tunnel, and they received loaves of bread that they ate for breakfast, before resuming their work once again.
 
   The day was a long one, interrupted for Grange after several hours of labor, when a bright flash of green sparks reminded him once again of the ill-fated jewels he had tried to steal.  In his memory the jewels were bright and shiny and desirable – he wondered if he would have kept them, or given them to Matey, if he had happened to acquire them.
 
   The jewels are lovely.  Would you keep them?  Would you care for them? A voice asked.
 
   “Who said that?  Where are you?” Grange cried out.
 
   “How do you know what I’m thinking?” he asked.
 
   There was silence once again, and he stopped working to look around, just as Garrel and another man came with wheel barrows to haul away his progress.
 
   “Were you two talking?” Grange asked.  “I thought I heard someone talking.”
 
   The two looked at one another in the darkness.
 
   “We weren’t talking,” Garrel replied.  “There was probably just an echo from somewhere in the tunnel.  I’ve heard some strange echoes back where we transfer the rubble.”
 
   “It seemed like the voice was talking to me,” Grange began to explain, then decided not to pursue the topic.
 
   He heard no more that day, and he listened quietly as Garrel spoke while they ate dinner that night.  “No one is really trying to build this tunnel.  You work harder than anyone else I’ve seen,” Garrel told him.
 
   “The other prisoners say that the officers and the guards are making so much money here that they aren’t in a hurry to move the canal project along.  And the top dog prisoners like Matey are doing well, so they keep the rest of us in line,” Garrel explained.  “The officers are mostly noblemen, who just make a lot of money by keeping extra pay from the Tyrant’s government, and then they go home after a year or two, and more noblemen come in.”
 
   Grange shook his head at the preposterous notion that anyone would want to prolong the existence of the labor camp, and the two companions soon went to sleep.
 
   For the next several days, the work in the tunnel remained the same.  Garrel hauled stones, while Grange worked in solitude, and every day he heard an imaginary voice question him about the jewels that continued to weigh on his mind.
 
   “Who are you?  Am I going crazy?” he asked questions every time the voice spoke, but never received an answer.
 
   “The weather is getting colder outside,” Garrel told him one day.  “People say it’s starting to show signs of winter up in the mountains.  Maybe we’re doing okay to be here inside,” he tried to make the best of the situation.
 
   “I’d like to feel warm, really warm,” Grange replied.  The air in the tunnel might not reach the extreme chill of the outside air, but it never felt warm.  Even when he exerted himself, with the pick, the sweat on his back quickly evaporated away, leaving him cool once again.
 
   After a fortnight in the tunnel, as Grange questioned his own sanity, there came a day when the questions arose once again, as they seemed to every day.  Do you admire the jewels? the unknown voice asked.
 
   “Yes, I admire them.  They’re beautiful to look at,” Grange snapped a reply, the first time he had actually answered the unseen questioner, instead of asking questions of his own.
 
   Would you treasure them and keep them safe? The voice asked.
 
   “I’m a prisoner in a labor camp,” he answered cynically.  “I can’t keep them safe from being stolen.”
 
   If you went free, would you value and protect your gems? The voice pressed the issue.
 
   “If they were as beautiful as those green jewels, I would protect them as well as possible,” Grange agreed.
 
   And you would admire them, always? the next question sounded in the tunnel air.
 
   “I always thought that we should love people, not things,” Grange answered.  “But I’ve never seen jewels up close before.  Yes, I would admire them – they’re beautiful, just pure beauty.  They aren’t tainted with evil or jealousy or pride; they’re just pretty for the sake of being pretty.”
 
   Ah, the voice said. You truly are the one – she chose well, it asked no more questions.
 
   Grange didn’t tell Garrel about the strange conversation when they had dinner that night.  It was evidence that he was going crazy, suffering from being isolated in the darkness, he realized.  He simply listened to Garrel talk about the other prisoners and the gossip that came from the camp outside the tunnel.
 
   The next day, he was working alone once again.  His arms were no longer sore from wielding the pick; he’d grown inured to the strain, as his muscles strengthened.
 
   Are you ready? The voice in the tunnel asked.
 
   “Ready for what?” Grange asked.
 
   You’re about to reach the jewels.  You’ll set them free, and claim them for the time being, the voice replied.  You will be allies with them.
 
   “What jewels are you talking about?” Grange asked, perplexed.  
 
   Keep digging, and you’ll find out, the voice assured him.
 
   It was a terrible thing to go crazy in the dark, Grange told himself.  He lifted his pick and struck the wall again, and as he did there was a peculiar sound, a hollowness to the mountain, and a sudden glowing light that emanated outward from fine cracks that he could see in the wall.
 
   You’ve done it!  You’ve awoken them, the voice said triumphantly, and as he looked at the light, Grange realized that he perhaps was not going insane.
 
   Go gently now, with your hands, the voice ordered.
 
   Grange dropped the pick in astonishment.  He knelt by the light, and pulled with all his strength at one of the rugged outcroppings in the vicinity of the light, where a pair of fine lines intersected.  The stone came free with an unexpected release, and he flew backwards, landing on his seat on the floor of the tunnel, a large chunk of stone in his hand.  As he looked, the light that shone from the new opening began to fade.
 
   Grab them, quickly, before their light goes out! The voice spoke urgently to him.
 
   Grange threw the lump of stone aside as he lunched forward.  He banged his knee against a loose stone, a painful impact, but he ignored the pain, motivated by the extreme urgency he heard in the voice of his unseen companion.  His hand fit into the hole he had created by pulling the stone loose, and he bent low to peer into the hole around his hand as his fingers entered the small cavity that rested behind the wall.
 
   His fingertips touched something cool and smooth, then something else.  He looked down and saw that he held two small jewels, a red one and a blue one.  There were others still resting on the chamber floor – a black one, a white one, and a green one.  The light was fading quickly now, as his nimble fingers snatched up the others, and he tried to look for any others before the light in the pocket disappeared completely.
 
   “I got five.  Is that all of them?” he asked the voice.
 
   That is all, the voice concurred.
 
   “Who are you?” he was suddenly worried about who – or what – was directing him in this unfathomable occurrence.
 
   I am a Spirit, one of the powers of the world, created by the Creator at the beginning, helping to guide as His laws allow, the voice replied.
 
   “Are you good or bad?” Grange wanted to know.  It was a stupid question, he knew, because he had no way to judge.  There would be no proof.
 
   I and the Creator believe I am good, the voice sounded amused.
 
   “What happens now?” the boy asked.
 
   You will go out.  You will do good things; the world is going to need you, for you are uniquely qualified.  You will learn many things from these jewels.  And I hope that you will survive and succeed, for your sake, and for the sake of all the peoples of this land, the voice answered gravely.
 
   “I’m not even allowed to leave this tunnel,” Grange said.  “The guards won’t let me.
 
   “What does the world need for me to do?” he asked.
 
   You will discover the needs of the world in time.  And you shall go out through the end of the tunnel that the guards are not watching, his instructor explained.
 
   “There’s only one entrance, and the guards watch it all the time, don’t they?” Grange wanted to know.
 
   You will create a second entrance.  With the jewels, you will drive the tunnel all the way north through the mountain, as it is planned to go anyway, and in the direction that you need to go for now, in any event, the voice spoke confidently.
 
   “Drive the tunnel?  You mean these stones can dig the canal tunnel?  How long with that take?” Grange asked in disbelief.
 
   You measure time in hours? the voice asked.  Yes, hours.  A few hours to go to the other side of the mountain.  From there you can go north to escape this place, and commence the rest of your education.
 
   “None of this makes any sense, except as a dream,” Grange stammered.  “I must be dreaming.” He sat down on a large lump of stone, disturbed by unfathomable events that he seemed to be experiencing.  “This must be a dream.”
 
   The jewels, they must bond to you, the Spirit told him.
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked the incorporeal voice.
 
   The stones must bond to you, to draw from you, to obey you, to teach you, to protect you, to help you, and to always be with you, the Spirit explained.  Where do you wish to have them?
 
   “I have no idea,” he replied.
 
   Turn your arm over, and place them on it, the voice commanded.
 
   Grange pulled his sleeve up, and did as instructed.  He extended his left arm, then carefully deposited the unseen jewels in a line up the inside of his forearm, unable to discern the colors of the stones as he placed them atop his skin in the darkness.
 
   Now hold still.  No matter what you feel, don’t move, the Spirit said firmly.
 
   His arm suddenly felt warm.  The stones began to dimly glow, tiny sparks inside the heart of each gem twinkling and slowly growing.  The warmth began to rapidly escalate, turning to heat, then to a painful roasting.
 
   “It hurts,” Grange exclaimed.  “Make it stop.”
 
   You must have the strength to withstand and wait, the Spirit said.  Be steady. It is the bonding, and it is a test.
 
   The pain increased, and so did the light in the jewels.  They suddenly flared with a bright illumination while they inflicted their hot pain upon his flesh.  He felt his arm starting to quiver, and he closed his eyes tightly as he concentrated on holding the arm still, resisting the temptation to shake it free of the painful stones that were hurting him for no reason he understood.
 
   Hockis had always told Garrel and him that patience was the supreme virtue, that sometimes a good pickpocket would have to wait for hours to see the best opportunity to make a heist, and that even when the conditions were cold or rainy or crowded or otherwise terrible, a successful practitioner would have to stand their duty, even in the most unpleasant but useful place, in order to reap the rewards.  Grange focused on that cynical, self-serving message and tried to apply it to the otherworldly experience he was enduring.
 
   The jewels seemed to give one brilliant flare of light, so bright that he experienced it through his shut eyelids, and then suddenly the pain, and the heat, and the light were gone.  Grange stood still in the darkness, breathing heavily in relief from the cessation of the pain for several seconds.
 
   “Grange? Are you okay?”  Garrel’s voice echoed along the tunnel, the words difficult to understand as they reverberated atop one another over their long, ricocheting journey towards Grange.
 
   He heard the sound of footsteps behind him.  When he turned, he saw a torch light bobbing towards him, as Garrel came running.
 
   Hide the jewels, the voice said.  It is not time to reveal them yet.
 
   He grabbed with his right hand at the stones that sat on his left arm.  His fingertips swept over the surface of his skin, finding no stones as they touched upon a series of smooth bumps along the lines of his veins.
 
   “Where are they?” he asked the voice.
 
   “Grange, is everything alright?” Garrel asked again as he drew nearer.  His running pace slowed to a quick walk upon spotting Grange standing in the tunnel.
 
   They will be with you for as long as you and they exist, now, the Spirit answered.  Hide them.  Let them grow used to you.  We will discuss more when they have measured you.
 
   “What was that flash of light?” Garrel asked as he arrived.
 
   Grange pushed his sleeve back down to his wrist before he spoke.
 
   “I can’t tell you,” he answered.  “But everything is alright now.”
 
   “That was something!  I saw it from halfway down the tunnel,” Garrel said.  “But it wasn’t a tunnel gas explosion, or you wouldn’t be here.  You didn’t notice anything?  You didn’t do anything?”
 
   “I was just here making rocks for you to haul away,” Grange answered.
 
   “Well, it’s almost the end of the day anyway.  Let’s go get our dinner and settle in for the night,” Garrel suggested.
 
   Together, they walked down the tunnel to where there was a shift of workers finishing up for the day, the most people Grange had seen together since entering the cave.  The two gathered their dinners, Garrel exchanged his torch for a candle, and then they returned to the dead end of the tunnel, where they ate and talked; or rather, Garrel talked a great deal, though Grange said little.  His mind was too preoccupied with the extraordinary wonder of his experience with the spirit and the gems.
 
   When the candle went out and the two of them laid down in the darkness, Grange felt too excited to sleep, and he lay in the darkness for what seemed an interminable time.
 
   Go to sleep, the voice in the tunnel whispered.  Sleep, and let the jewels come to understand you, so that they learn how best to serve you.
 
   As if on command, he felt himself relax and grow drowsy, and then he began to slumber.  As he slept, his mind whirled through what seemed to be a thousand strange dreams.  He dreamed of Hockis and Lurinda.  He dreamed of Matey and the woman with the green emerald brooch.  He dreamed of seeing the sun, and of watching the water flow in the river bed, and of the feel of the wind on his skin.  His dreams returned to the emeralds, over and over again, surprising him as he realized how many details he had memorized about the stones and the golden brooch that held them.
 
   And then he awoke, when he heard Garrel stir.
 
   “Time for another day,” his friend said as he pushed his blanket aside and pulled his boots on.
 
   “Don’t make any more underground flashes of light to scare me,” the boy laughed in the darkness, and then he was gone, on his way to return to the front of the tunnel where the beginning of the day’s labors waited for him.
 
   Grange let his right hand drift over to his left arm, and he began to run his fingertips lightly along the inside of his arm.  The warm skin of his flesh seamlessly transitioned to the slightly raised small mounds of the jewels, now at the same temperature as his arm, seemingly incorporated into his body.
 
   Don’t play with them, the voice in the tunnel scolded him.  Go to the end of the tunnel and use them to open the way through the mountain.
 
   “How do I use them?  Will they swing the pick for me?” Grange asked sarcastically as he started to stand.
 
   Do not take these stones lightly.  They have chosen to be with you as they emerge into the light, to battle for the light.  They have studied you.  Now they are about to begin your tutorial, the Spirit’s voice admonished him.
 
   Grange shivered at the tone of the words as he walked to the end of the tunnel and picked up the pick.
 
   We will work together, a different sensation touched the tendrils of his thoughts.  It was not the voice of the Spirit, he knew.  It was not a sound.  It was something different – a communication that was something like a feeling, or a perception, or maybe a response.  Fire and wind and stone, he felt the concept.  Or maybe it was light and air and earth – they were concepts, not words.  And yet there were words too – strange, musical words he didn’t understand, from a language he’d never heard before.
 
   How do you work together? He let his thought form.
 
   We do this, came a thought, one that was an image, or maybe it was a concept, or perhaps an intuitive leap.  He wasn’t sure.  He felt unsettled – he couldn’t tell if he was thinking or responding or sensing or something else.  There was a blurring of his identity.
 
   He was suddenly aware of the idea of great heat and energy being applied to the stone wall in front of him.  He found that his vision didn’t exist, and he forced himself to re-engage his vision; he had been so absorbed by what was occurring within his soul that he had lost all awareness of what was outside.  He looked in front of him as his eyes came back to providing images, and he saw only the black wall of stone a few feet ahead of him.  Nothing had happened.  The heat had not occurred.
 
   We showed you what can happen, not what has happened, the thought was in his brain in response to his discovery.
 
   “Stop!” he spoke out loud.  “What is happening?  Who’s doing the thinking in my brain?”
 
   You and the stones are becoming acquainted.  You are becoming acclimated to one another, the Spirit’s voice replied, and he was glad to hear it.  He realized with a fearful lurch that the sound of a bodiless voice in the darkness felt like a step back towards sanity.
 
   “I am Grange.  I want to be Grange.  I want to think my own thoughts, not someone else’s!” he said loudly.
 
   You will.  Just learn how to co-exist with them, the Spirit said.
 
   You are you.  We are we, the thought simultaneously responded.
 
   This, now learn.  Do this, the thought made him know that he could manipulate energy from the stones.  He knew that he had to raise his left arm, and his right hand searched for the stones in his flesh, then touched three of them simultaneously.  He was calling upon fire and air and earth, answering the stones while calling upon the stones and activating the stones and hosting the stones and somehow he was engaging with them in a way that no words could describe, and his left hand glowed as a stream of power flew out of it, striking the stone wall in front of him.
 
   Chips of stone went flying, and Grange shut off his energy as he was painfully pelted with a shower of hard, sharp stone fragments and a blast of reflected heat.
 
   “I’m going to step back,” he felt compelled to explain.  He brushed his hands up and down his body, knocking the stone chips loose, then walked backward several yards.
 
   He looked at the tunnel end again, and focused on the awareness within him, as he placed his right hand on his left arm again, and found the correct combination of jewels – light and air and stone.  They were concepts, not words – concepts of ideas, of perfections, of ideals that were too large and great for mere words to accurately describe, unless the echoes of the strange, musical words were descriptive as they faintly played in his mind.  But he knew what they were, and he knew what the stones had shown him how to do, and he felt the energy waiting for him to call upon it, to coax it out once again.
 
   Another stream of energy emerged from his left hand again, striking the tunnel wall and blasting more chips away, reaching inside the mountain to knock its innards virtually into particles of sand, and advancing quickly, chewing up foot after foot after foot of stone every second.  The energy of the jewels was advancing faster and farther in a matter of moments than he could advance in a day.  He felt the strength of the jewels, not diminishing very quickly, and he stepped forward to move closer to where the end of the tunnel was moving away from him at a pace that was almost as fast as he could walk.
 
   Within a few steps he found he was stepping upon the gritty, sandy chips of stone that he had just demolished, and he kept advancing, keeping his head ducked low to avoid the clouds of gritty smoke that roiled along the roof of the passage.  He stepped a yard deep into brand new tunnel, and then another yard, and then further again, each step taking him deeper into the tunnel, and deeper into newly excavated space.
 
   “Grange?  Where are you?” he heard Garrel call minutes later.
 
   Keep it secret, the voice of the spirit warned him.  He cut off the power of the jewels, and removed his right hand from his left arm.  Tell him you found a natural cave in the mountain.
 
   “I’m here,” Grange called.  He was in total darkness without the glow of the power of the jewels.  The tiny spark of Garrel’s torch was growing slowly larger as the bearer advanced towards Grange.
 
   “What happened?” Garrel asked in astonishment.
 
   “I broke down a wall, and found a natural cave,” Grange answered blandly.  “This mountain must have a lot of them.  With some luck, we might be able to get out the other side soon.”
 
   “You’ve been breathing tunnel gas too much!” Garrel exclaimed.  “We won’t live to see this tunnel finished.  But this is amazing!  I’ll have to have an extra shift brought in here to help haul all this sand and gravel away,” he said thoughtfully.
 
   “We’ll tell them you knocked the whole thing down yourself!” Garrel laughed as he slapped Grange’s back.  “Take a break, while I go get the others to haul this away.  We won’t catch up to you for at least a fortnight,” he said as he turned to go.
 
   Grange waited until his friend’s torch was out of sight, then he raised his arm and took a deep breath.  He found the use of the gems’ power to be an extraordinary experience, one that was beauty to observe on one level, while also frightening, but also fulfilling on a deeper level, as though he shared a kinship with the jewels and was a part of their completion of purpose by expending the incomprehensible powers.
 
   He placed his hand on the arm, focused deeply within himself, and found the willing cooperation of the gems waiting.  The beam of power burst forth, and the further excavation of the tunnel recommenced.
 
   The smoke and the heat and the light and the flying stone fragments were overwhelming once again, making the first several yards closest to the crumbling tunnel end uninviting, so Grange kept his distance as before, remaining back, pointing his hand – while it slowly swept back and forth, up and down – and continually edging forward.
 
   He stopped after another half hour, resting and letting the air clear out.  He began to walk backwards through the pitch black tunnel he had excavated, holding his hand on the wall to allow him to keep his balance in the dark, and it was several minutes later before he finally spotted torches in the distance.  Garrel and a trio of others were scooping rubble into their wheel barrows just inside the beginning of the tunnel he had blasted that day.
 
   He stopped and rested, ate dinner with Garrel that night, and the next day he walked back to his working location at the end of the tunnel, as he heard the squeaking approach of the other wheel barrows that were ready to start the day hauling away the rubble of the newly excavated tunnel.
 
   Grange journeyed into the darkness of the new stretch of tunnel, but heard the echoes of the voices of the other workers arriving at Garrel’s location.
 
   “Doesn’t he like people?” Grange heard one worker ask Garrel.
 
   “Doesn’t he like light?  He never has a torch with him,” another asked, before the distance and the echoes in the tunnel smothered Garrel’s answer.
 
   Grange was anxious to resume working with the power of the jewels again.  He had sensed their presence all through the night, through more dreams about his past, about his time in the orphanage, about the money he had given to Constance, and more.
 
   “Let’s get going,” Grange spoke aloud when he heard his footstep echoes come back to him quickly, a sign that he had reached the end of the tunnel.  He expected the spirit to respond, to direct him in the use of the jewels once more. 
 
   “Alright you rocks,” he said as he raised his arm and touched the stones with his fingers.  “Let’s start digging a tunnel!”
 
   There was silence, darkness, and inactivity.
 
   “Spirit?” Grange called.  “Why aren’t they working?”
 
   There was further silence.
 
   “Alright,” Grange muttered, “I can do this.  Come on stones, let’s open up the tunnel!” he urged.
 
   There was no activity.
 
   “Stupid rocks!” he muttered.  “Do what I tell you to!  You’re part of me now.”
 
   Partners, not slaves, the concept was presented to his awareness, and suddenly he was aware of the jewels’ collective consciousness, in the background of his own.
 
   You do not command, we do not command.  We are partners, doing what we chose to do together, the statement was firm, definitive, and carried a tweak of a reminder of the statements to that effect made the day before.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Grange apologized, contritely.  “I’ll learn,” he promised.
 
   Yes, you will, the jewels agreed.  You must.
 
   “Can we please begin to enlarge the tunnel?” Grange asked.
 
   That’s better, the voice of the Spirit sounded at last, not as unsettling as the voice of the stones, coming as it did from outside his mind.  I believe you’ll learn.
 
   “I will learn,” Grange agreed, and then he suddenly focused, as the jewels sent messages to him, directing him to will the energy to release, and melding their own desire for the energy with his, so that his left hand burst into a glowing plasma of energy, which sent a blazing streak of power at the tunnel wall, and the excavation recommenced.
 
   Grange felt himself drift into a semi-conscious state of awareness, as the power of the gems flowed through his hand, and he felt their personas active within him.  They were pure in their goals and pursuits, though he could not truly decipher their goals, and they were single-minded.  But they also seemed limited, and he wondered if they understood subtlety – then he wondered if it mattered.  They seemed fully able to help him affect an escape from the dark, crushing open the tunnel that he had been confined to for a month, and that was all that mattered.
 
   We approach the end, the jewels interrupted his thoughts.
 
   “It’s time to quit?  Is it already sunset outside?” Grange asked.  He must have completely lost track of time as he had shuffled through the progressive destruction of the newly formed section of the mountain tunnel.
 
   Yes, almost, and yes, almost, the gems answered.  Our energy will reach the end of the mountain in moments.  We will be done for now, and it will be night outside.
 
   “Free?” Grange felt emotions sweep over him.  His tired arm quivered, and the ray of energy bobbled as it struck the tunnel wall, then suddenly dissipated.  The tunnel was completely dark once again, and Grange’s eyes failed to quickly adjust to the absence of the glowing power.
 
   “Are we free?” he repeated the question.  He stepped forward, his boots crunching through the stony residue that he had blasted free, and he smelled fresh, cool air, a bold, exhilarating scent that swept through his nasal passages and made him cough in surprise.  A few more steps, and he suddenly discerned lightness and darkness visible through the hole in the mountain’s side, and then it grew larger with each step, and he found himself outside, looking up at the stars and the dimly glistening glaciers that topped the peaks of the mountains all around.
 
   “Yes!” he shouted.  “Free!”  The air was cool, but not terribly cold, he realized.  Up above though, where the ice and snow lay on the mountain tops, it would be terribly chilled.  
 
   “I’m free,” he spoke in a quieter voice, speaking to himself.  He comprehended suddenly that he had truly been granted freedom from his doom in the tunnel.
 
   “I need to go get Garrel,” he said aloud.  He and his friend had the opportunity to escape.  They could leave the labor camp of the Tyrant behind, and follow a path to freedom, a chance to begin life anew in some other city, astonishing and frightening as that thought was.
 
   He turned and re-entered the tunnel, smelling the pungent odor of newly carved stone, and feeling the temperature of the tunnel air that was moderated by the geothermal mass of the mountain.  Grange started to cautiously jog, trying to increase his speed as he traversed the long path back.  Grange jogged for an hour, in pitch darkness, then slowed to a walk to catch his breath just before he saw a small glimmer of light, the rays that issued forth from the weak candle that Garrel carried as he came in search of Grange.
 
   “Where have you been?” Garrel asked when they rendezvoused minutes later.
 
   “Outside!  I’ve been outside!  I did it!  I reached the other side of the mountain – we can go free!” Grange found himself babbling excitedly to his friend.
 
   “Calm down,” Garrel replied.
 
   “Grange, no one says we’ll reach the other side of the mountain for months!  Not even with these tunnels you’ve found.  Do you mean you think you’re close to the outside?” Garrel corrected and asked.
 
   “I’ve been outside tonight.  I saw the stars and the snow on the mountaintops.  I breathed fresh air.  Do you know how different it is from the stale stuff in here?” Grange insisted.  “Let’s get our blankets and dinners, and go.  We can be miles away before they even know we’re gone,” Grange urged.
 
   “It’s late, and I’m tired.  I’m sure you must be too,” Garrel replied, disbelieving.  “Let’s just eat dinner and get to sleep.”
 
   “Garrel, come look.  You have to,” Grange wheedled.  “If you come with me and we can’t get out, I’ll do your work for you tomorrow,” he bargained.
 
   Garrel sighed in resignation.  “Alright, let’s go,” he capitulated.   “It’ll take us all night to go get our stuff, so let’s get started.”
 
   It took them more than an hour to retrieve their items and to reach the new exit from the tunnel.
 
   “I can’t believe this!” Garrel marveled.  “I can’t believe there were caves exactly where we needed them!  And they go all the way through the mountain – all the way!  It’s like the gods were doing this for us.”
 
   “Not the gods,” Grange muttered gently.
 
   “Let’s get going, while the candle still has some light left,” Garrel said.  A moment later, a gentle gust of fresh mountain breeze blew the candle out.
 
   “Oh well, I’ll save it for tomorrow night,” he said philosophically, and the two of them began picking their way down the rugged mountainside in the dark.
 
   After an hour of stumbles and near-falls, they found a path on the mountainside, a narrow, uneven trail, apparently made by mountain game.  They chose to walk in the direction that headed along a downward angle, but after five minutes, it started to climb upward.
 
   They stopped after several steps and looked at one another. 
 
   “Which way should we go?” Garrel asked.
 
   Grange looked at the starlit landscape before them and behind them.  “Why don’t we just go down?” he asked.
 
   Garrel looked down the steep mountainside that sloped away from them.  There were no sheer cliffs or bottomless crevasses in immediate view – only a dim slope whose features were indistinguishable in the starlight.
 
   “Okay, let’s go.  The next time we have to stop, we’ll eat dinner,” he agreed.
 
   And so they meandered downward for a quarter of a mile, until they found another game trail that had a distinct but gentle slope towards the valley below.  They diverted onto the trail without speaking, and walked comfortably downward into the valley between the mountains, where a sizable stream of briskly cold water gave them something to drink while they finally stopped to eat their distasteful dinners.
 
   “What will we do tomorrow?” Grange asked rhetorically.
 
   “We’ll follow the stream, as long as it doesn’t lead us back towards Fortune,” Garrel replied.
 
   They slept by the stream bank, in a cluster of bushes, and woke up to sunlight and birdcalls.  Grange slept soundly, without dreams or stirrings, too exhausted physically and emotionally by the events of the past day and night – the relationship with the jewels, the tunnel-blasting, the escape to freedom, and the climb down the mountain – to rise to any level of consciousness.
 
   “So that’s the sun,” Grange spoke first, as the bright disk peeked over a mountain’s high shoulders in the east.
 
   “That it is – an old friend who it’s good to see again,” Garrel agreed.  “And if it’s rising in the east – as I remember it did,” he said solemnly, “then this stream is going north, and that’s the way we want to go – away from Verdant.  So let’s follow it until it stops going there.”
 
   Grange shrugged his agreement.  He looked up at the mountainside that loomed above them, but saw no clue as to where the exit from the tunnel was located.
 
   “Let’s go,” Garrel said as he slapped Grange on the shoulder, and they started hiking along the stony bank of the stream.  The watercourse meandered down to join with another, which the boys reached and began to follow at midday, and as evening approached, they rounded a turn in the valley and saw twinkling lights from a human settlement lying to their north.
 
   “I’m hungry,” Garrel said absentmindedly as he looked upon the lights in the windows of the village.
 
   Grange was hungry too.  He’d been thinking about food over the previous two hours, as his mind had wandered from its speculation about the jewels, and his attention to the footing of their path.  He’d walked behind Garrel by several steps, deliberately, and he’d taken advantage of the circumstances to raise his sleeve and stare at his arm under the bright shining light of day.  He’d seen the jewels, several facets visible in his arm, the five spots of color lined up, starting at the inside of his elbow and spaced closely to one another straight down his arm, halfway to his wrist.  They had mesmerized him, beautiful, sparkling spots of the purest colors that seemed to capture and glow with the sunlight.
 
   You look extraordinary, he had told the gems silently.
 
   We are extraordinary, one of them had stated factually.
 
   Now, as he began to follow Garrel down to the village, the gems spoke for the first time since he had looked at them during the day.
 
   We will help you, a voice pronounced.
 
   Help do what? Grange asked internally.
 
   Help you acquire sustenance.  We feel your need for nourishment.  Shall we slay a creature for you to eat? One voice asked.
 
   “No,” Grange murmured verbally, though softly.  “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
 
   “What?” Garrel asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Grange quickly responded.  “I was talking to myself.”
 
   You are beautiful to look at, he told the gems.
 
   Thank you.  We sensed your admiration.  The energy of the sunlight falling upon us felt good, they conversed in return.
 
   When they reached the village, they entered through a short side street, and as they came around the corner of the small intersection that defined the center of the settlement, they came upon a group of boys and men their own age – nearly a dozen.
 
   “Well hello, what’s this?” one of the men called out as they spotted the two new arrivals in the evening gloom and the flicker of the torches they held.
 
   The two travelers had no time to react – to duck back out of sight.  They were caught – in a situation they didn’t know how to react to.
 
   “We’ve just come through the mountains, from Verdant,” Garrel replied.
 
   “Verdant?  That’s a ways off.  It’s got to be starting to turn winter time over there, isn’t it?” the oldest man in the group asked.  He was standing near the head of a horse, one of a pair that was hitched to a wagon.  The boys were casually climbing onto the bed of the wagon, as though they were about to start a journey.
 
   “It was turning colder,” Garrel agreed.
 
   “These mountains keep us warmer in the winter than Verdant, but they help you stay a little cooler in the summer,” the man observed.  “Or so folks always say.  I’ve never been to Verdant; I don’t know anyone who has.
 
   “What brings you through the mountains, and where are you going?” he asked Garrel.
 
   “We wanted to,” he paused, “get away.  We’re looking for a better place to live.”
 
   “Are you hard workers?” the man asked.  “Come over here and let me look at you.”
 
   Garrel and Grange looked at the dozen men and boys gathered.  Some were on the wagon, some were on the ground.  They outnumbered the two escapees from Fortune substantially; if there was ill-intent, Garrel and Grange would be in trouble.  But they sensed no immediate danger from approaching the men, so they stepped over into the center of the torch light.
 
   “You look healthy, maybe a bit underfed.  Of course, boys your age can eat three horses a day and still look skinny,” the man laughed lightly.
 
   “Our village has a contract to go into the lowlands and help harvest the orchards.  That’s where we’re getting ready to head right now.  We’ll ride all night, then spend the next month working north, following the harvest through the trees.
 
   “We need a few more hands, and we could use you two, if you’ll work hard.  You’ll get three meals a day, and two brass pennies per day too,” he told them.
 
   “Would you feed us dinner tonight before we go?” Garrel asked.
 
   The man looked at a young boy standing next to him.  “Go tell Luwanna to put together two extra feed bags for these two,” he said as he jerked his head towards one of the houses nearby.  The boy took off running towards the door.
 
   “You’ll have your dinners.  Are you ready to climb on board?” he asked.
 
   They scrambled up onto the edge of the wagon as those on board shifted to make room for them, and moments later, the boy on the errand came back with two canvas bags that he handed to Grange and Garrel.
 
   “I’m Morris,” the boy introduced himself as he handed the bags up.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” Grange said.  “Thank you,” he added as he opened the bag and reached in.
 
   Morris and the other boy not yet on the wagon climbed up, and the leader took a seat on the front bench, then shook the reins, and the horses started into motion.
 
   “We don’t have to do much work the first day, they say,” Morris told Garrel and Grange, as he sat down next to them.  Grange had discovered a thick slice of ham stuffed into a pocketed piece of bread, and he was eating it ravenously as the boy talked.
 
   “This is my first time to get to go to the orchards,” Morris confided to his captive audience, as the wagon rolled along.  “The other boys have been going for years, but there aren’t many new kids ready to be added to the picking crew.
 
   “We’re lucky you showed up,” he told them.  “That’s that much less work the others will have to do every day.  Our village has gone to the same group of orchards for my whole life.  We know them pretty well.  None are terribly bad.”
 
   He was chattering, passing along the collective wisdom he had gathered from listening to others as they spoke each year about their experiences during the village’s traditional provision of harvesting services.  “Some years they follow the harvest all the way north into Palmland!” he exclaimed.  “It’ll take them more than a week to get back here.”
 
   “Where’s Palmland?” Grange asked, unfamiliar with the geography of the area.
 
   “It’s pretty far away.  It’s where it stays warm almost all year, or at least parts of it do.  They’ve got trees call palm trees that never lose their leaves.”
 
   “Like pine trees?” Grange asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Morris admitted.  “I haven’t seen them myself.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and harvest all the way to the ocean, so we can see some!”
 
   The conversation began to lag in the dark evening, and Grange nodded off into a light sleep, bumped awake by the jolts the road delivered as their driver and horses steadily led them along the descending trail that served as a road for the wagon, taking them north to work in the orchards.
 
   Grange was nominally awake the next morning after sunrise, and he sat silently on the wagon as it traveled through gently rolling hills, where pastures showed small herds of sheep, goats, and even a few cattle.  He saw crofts with small stone homesteads, pictures of rural life that he had never known or thought about during his upbringing in the city.
 
   The others around him began to speak quietly, more and more of them, their voices rising gradually from whispers to regular tones, and Grange listened to snatches of the things they had to say.
 
   “Do you remember the orchard that made us use ladders?  I’d much rather climb up in the branches,” someone said.
 
   “Don’t eat the green apples, unless we tell you they’re ripe.  You’ll be sorry otherwise,” one of the pickers was counseling Morris.
 
   “Do you remember those local girls who picked with us that moonlit night near the old temple?  I would’ve paid to pick apples that night,” another fondly recollected.
 
   The fruit pickers were in high spirits heading into the commencement of their labors.   The upcoming experiences of picking fruit in the rain, or after dark, or in the cold, of falling from trees, getting poked in the eye, eating bad food or being underpaid – all were forgotten or left unspoken as the promise of the first day of the migratory labors began to unfold.
 
   Grange sat and listened, wondering what it would be like, and how far he would go along with the practice.  He and Garrel had stumbled into the group of laborers strictly by chance, and had gotten a meal and a long peaceful ride in the bargain.  He had his wonderful jewels in his arm, and he was free from the tunnel, and that was still what he was most focused on still, the things to be thankful for.
 
   Thank you for the food last night, he silently communicated with the jewels, who had promised to provide a meal just before the fruit pickers had given dinner.
 
   That was not our doing last night, the gems responded.
 
   But you promised, Grange insisted.
 
   But we didn’t have to do anything, they replied.  You got the food before we had to do anything.
 
   “Are you listening Grange?” he heard Garrel’s voice, and refocused away from the interior conversation to look around.
 
   They were riding near an orchard, where rows of trees were lined perpendicular to the road they were on.  The trees were heavy with fruit, ready to be picked.
 
   “We’re going to eat breakfast in a few minutes when we get to a meeting place,” Garrel explained.  “Then we’ll be picking fruit all day.
 
   “How long do you want to stay with these people?” he asked in a lower voice.
 
   Grange shrugged.  “Let’s just see how it goes.  We don’t have anything better to do right now, do we?” he asked.
 
   “Maybe you don’t,” Garrel answered.  “I want to get to a city, where the action is.”
 
   Grange shrugged.  “I don’t think we’re going to get to a city anytime soon, no matter what we do,” he tried to be realistic.  “And I like the idea of getting meals, especially after the food we had to eat in the tunnel.”
 
   “Let’s wait to see if this food is any better,” Garrel said skeptically.
 
   Just then the wagon slowed to a stop, and the two refugees turned around to see where they were.
 
   In a clearing just a few yards off the side of the road, a group of people were busily scurrying around.  There was a pair of long tables, heaped with large bowls and platters.  Two cooking fires were slightly further back, with a large cauldron cooking over one, and a whole sheep roasting over the other.
 
   “I predict it will be better,” Grange said wryly, as the others from the wagon all hopped down and hurried towards the food.
 
   “Come along you two – this is a feast you don’t want to miss!” the wagon driver called back as he trailed behind the younger men.
 
   Grange and Garrel hurriedly hopped down from the wagon and followed the others, coming within range of the appetizing odors that rose from the food at the table.
 
   “Welcome, welcome men from High Meadow,” a man standing at the table called.  “It’s good to see our partners arrive right on time!
 
   “Come and enjoy, before you start to work,” he advised, as the migrant workers grabbed plates and began to heap slabs of ham, bacon, rolls, baked potatoes, and other food stuffs together.
 
   They all ate for half an hour, ravenous appetites at work unrestrained.
 
   “Gather round,” the local leader called as the fruit pickers seemed to slow their consumption.  “Time to start.
 
   “We want to thank Thrall and all of you,” he indicated the wagon driver, whose name Grange had not heard.  “We always know that we can count on you to bring in all the fruit, fast and without spoilage.  Do we have any new pickers this year?” he asked.
 
   Morris’s hand shot into the air.  “Me, and those two,” he pointed immediately over at Grange and Garrel.
 
   “Thrall you take the rest of your crew with bags and bushels, and head to the northwest corner of the orchard, then work down from there,” he instructed.  “You three first-timers come with me,” he called, and started walking into the apple trees without waiting for them.
 
   Grange handed his gravy-splattered plate to one of the women who had helped cook, then followed the others into the trees.
 
   “This is an apple,” the instructor said, picking a piece of fruit off a nearby tree branch.  “We want you to pick as many as possible, and sort them as fast as possible, and carry them to the cider barn as fast as possible.
 
   He explained quickly how to sort out the apples into those that would become cider, and those suitable for eating.  “Getting the apples back to the processing barn, where we make cider, is up to Thrall,” he named the leader of the High Meadow workers.  “Try not to drop or bruise them,” he added, then sent the boys out to join the others.
 
   They found the others already up in the trees, rapidly picking apples, and handing bags down to others on the ground, who emptied them into bushel baskets.  Several baskets stood full, in the centers of the aisles between the rows of trees.
 
   “Grange, you’ll be in charge of carrying all the baskets to the barns today,” Thrall instructed.  “Tomorrow you can have a better job, I promise,” he pledged.  “Corran, you go with him on the first trip to show him where he’s headed,” Thrall told another member of the crew, who cheerfully hopped from his tree and headed over to the bushel baskets.
 
   “This is the job everyone complains about,” Corran told Grange as they each lifted a heavy basket full of apples and started walking towards the barn.  “But everyone wants a chance to do it.
 
   “Do you know why?” he asked.
 
   Grange shook his head in ignorance.
 
   “Girls,” Corran succinctly replied.
 
   “This is where you get to meet the local girls,” he nodded at the barn.  “They’ll be in here all day working on the apples we bring in.  They make the cider, put it in jugs, seal them in wax, or they bag the apples and crate them for shipment.
 
   “And they like to talk to boys, especially visiting boys.  You get to know them today, and they’ll all want to sit with you tonight at the dinner fire,” Corran grinned.  “But tomorrow someone else will be hauling baskets, and the girls will all adore him instead.”
 
   They walked up a short hill to where a group of barns stood ready to receive and process the apple harvest.
 
   “This is Grange.  He’ll be your hauler today,” Corran announced to the girls.  “Be nice to him – he’s new.
 
   “And don’t worry, you’ll have someone mature and suave like me to entertain all of you tomorrow,” he told the attentive girls, who giggled wildly at the statement.
 
   Corran showed Grange where to empty the different grades of apples, then led him back towards the pickers.
 
   “Did you see the one with the big brown eyes?  She couldn’t stop looking at us,” Corran said as soon as they were out of earshot of the girls.  “And I think the girl at the cider press would like to press herself against you a little.”
 
   Grange blushed at the statements.  He hadn’t noticed any particularly forward behavior by the girls.
 
   “Did you have a girlfriend in your home town?” Corran asked Grange.
 
   “I think I was going to.  I was getting ready for a date with Lurinda, when,” he paused, suddenly shy about revealing the imprisonment that had interrupted his rendezvous with the girl in Fortune.
 
   “When what?” Corran asked.
 
   “When Garrel and I left the city,” Grange finished.
 
   “Too bad,” Corran said.  “We don’t have a great many girls in Upper Meadow, and a couple of them fancy boys from other villages, so meeting the gals along the way during harvest season is about the only way to find someone to walk out with.
 
   “There are a few ladies in our village that came to us this way,” he added.  “And there have been a few boys who decided to settle with a girl down here or in the flat lands,” he admitted.
 
   “Now it’s up to you,” Corran told Grange as they returned to the site of the active apple picking.  There were several baskets waiting for him.
 
   “We don’t want to run out of baskets,” Thrall shouted.  “Go empty some of those out,” he called, “and keep it moving.”
 
   Grange stacked one basket atop another, then grunted as he lifted the heavy load, turned, and began the return to the barns.
 
   The way back up to the barn seemed longer as he walked with the double load.
 
   “Why can’t it be downhill to the barn?” he grunted to himself, as he stopped for a breather just a few yards from his destination.
 
   “Are you new to the High Meadow village, Grange?” one of the girls in the barn asked him as soon as he entered and put his load down.
 
   “I’m not from the village,” he answered.  “My friend and I just got there when they were coming this way, so we joined the work crew.”
 
   “Is that why you’re so pale, because you’re from somewhere else?” another girl asked.  She came over to stand beside him as he lifted one of the baskets of cider apples and emptied it into the vat at the front of the cider press.
 
   “I was just born this way,” he replied.
 
   “Were your parents pale?” the girl lifted the other basket with him, so close that Grange could smell a faint flowery perfume.
 
   “I don’t know; I never met them,” Grange replied.
 
   “I think it’s attractive,” the girl told him.  “You stand out,” she added as they lowered the empty basket.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said awkwardly.  “I’ll be back with more apples,” he told her as he lifted the empties and turned.
 
   “We’ll be here,” she giggled, and then Grange was gone.
 
   “He’s an orphan from someplace else,” he heard her announce to the rest of the work crew as he left the building.
 
   He dropped the two empty baskets at the central location in the orchard, where he could see that some of the apple pickers were already finished with their first trees and were starting to move up a row.
 
   He lifted two more baskets and trudged up the hill again to the barns.
 
   “We’re so sorry about your parents,” a different girl greeted him as he entered the barn, and she took the top basket off his load.
 
   “Thanks,” he replied.
 
   “I’ve got the lightest hair color in the village,” she told him, twisting her neck to show off the strands of hair that protruded from beneath the scarf she wore on her head.  “But it’s not anything like yours at all!”
 
   “It looks nice,” Grange told her politely, thinking of Lurinda’s dark hair, which had been thick and jet-black.
 
   “Thank you,” she giggled.  Both bushels were empty and he started back out of the barn.
 
   “He likes my hair; he thinks it’s light like his,” the girl told the others as he left.
 
   And so his morning went.  He slowly began to whittle down the backlog of apple baskets that awaited him in the orchard by straining to carry a double load each time, while he met a new girl on every trip, and began to learn their names.  They varied from the young, eleven-year old Vanessa, with the high pitched voice of a small girl still, to the husky-voiced Clarine, who had greeted him the first time, a girl older than him, with a body that was mature in ways he tried to covertly study when she was in sight.
 
   “Lunch break!” Thrall called at mid-day, as a pair of ladies appeared among the trees to notify him.  All the boys from the village jumped down out of their trees and ran up towards the barn, where the girls were already gathered around the nearby tables that were laden with food.
 
   “What are they like?” a trio of boys asked Grange as he wearily walked up the hill as well, carrying another basket with him to take advantage of the trip.
 
   “They’re all friendly,” he replied, and vaguely answered a few more questions as best he could, before they reached the lunch spot.
 
   “Grange, tell us who your friends are!” Clarine called as she stepped up to the table.
 
   “You girls can have all the rest of them, but leave Grange for me!” the young Vanessa piped in her shrill voice, drawing hearty laughter from everyone around the dining area.
 
   “Corran can make introductions better than I can,” Grange spoke up.  “As some of you know, Garrel and I just joined the harvesting group last night, so I can’t tell you much about the rest of them.”
 
   “You don’t even know enough to lie about them!” one of the girls mocked, drawing a round of laughter as well.
 
   “But I do,” Corran spoke up.  “So you boys who want me to lie about you better come offer me a deal, and those who don’t want me to lie better offer even more!”
 
   The group was jovial, in good spirits despite all the hard work they had done since the early hours of the morning.
 
   “I never saw people have such a good time while working back in Fortune,” Garrel observed to Grange.
 
   “Why is that, do you suppose?” Grange wondered.
 
   “They don’t feel like slaves here,” Garrel offered.
 
   “And they have fresh air and sunshine?” Grange suggested,
 
   “Whatever the reason, they’re all hungry, and so am I,” Garrel said, gesturing to all the plates of food that were filling fast as the boys and girls enjoyed the repast.
 
   The two boys joined in piling roast chicken and boiled potatoes on their plates, then sat under an apple tree with three girls who Grange had chatted with.  Garrel happily engaged in flirtatious repartee with the girls.
 
   “Did Grange behave himself this morning?” he asked the girls.  “Because I can threaten him with something that will make him break down and cry if you tell me he’s been a problem,” he said with mock sternness.
 
   “He was a good boy; he worked very hard, and he’s always polite!” one of the girls protested against any punishment for Grange.  “What can you threaten to do?” she asked in a lower voice.
 
   “There’s one thing Grange fears more than anything in the world, something that terrifies him and keeps him awake at nights,” Garrel said ominously.
 
   The girls looked at him with eyes that were partially skeptical, partially fascinated, partially fearful.
 
   “I’ll make him dance – the boy is scared of dancing!” Garrel said.  “He’d much rather play a flute and make music than dance to music.”
 
   “You can play a flute?” one of the girls looked at Grange with devoted interest.  “We need some music tonight.”
 
   “I didn’t bring a flute with me,” Grange said with real regret.  Garrel’s joking had hit close to the truth.  He’d been prepared to dance with Lurinda, but he’d rarely offered to dance before – he felt awkward and vulnerable to ridicule whenever he’d stepped onto a dance floor in the past.
 
   “There’s one in the barn!” the girl pronounced excitedly.  “I’ve seen it sitting on a beam.  I’ll show you after lunch,” she said with eyes that flashed with excitement.
 
   The promise was readily agreed to, and the two bolted their food down, then went running back to the barn.
 
   “It’s up here,” she told him with a wave of her arm as she began to climb up a makeshift ladder into the hay loft overhead, revealing her shapely calves underneath her long skirt as she briskly ascended.
 
   “I haven’t been up here,” Grange stated as he climbed up.
 
   The girl bent over and plucked a flute from an exposed beam in the exterior wall.  It was an ancient-looking wooden flute.
 
   “How did you even know that was up here?” Grange asked as he accepted the instrument from her.
 
   The girl blushed.  “I’ve been up here before,” she answered vaguely.
 
   Grange brushed some dust off the flute, and blew it clean, then experimentally breathed into it as he fingered its holes, producing notes that were exquisitely pure in sound.  He paused for a moment, then began to play a dance tune, one that he had played back in Fortune on the night that Lurinda had found his music so charming.
 
   “Time to get back to work!” Morris called up from the ground floor of the barn, interrupting the song.
 
   “That sounds so fun!  You’ll have to play the whole thing for us tonight,” the girl in the hayloft said enthusiastically.  She startled him with a playful spank on his posterior as she walked past him and descended the ladder to the floor below.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The barn was already full of the girls ready to return to their afternoon’s work when Grange descended a few moments later, the flute firmly tucked in his back pocket.
 
   “Grange, was that you making that music?”  Clarine asked as he reached the floor of the barn.
 
   He pulled the flute out of his pocket and grinned as he held it over his head.
 
   “I found the flute; I get to pick the first song he plays tonight,” claimed the girl, who had escorted him in the loft.
 
   “Breeze, you’ll make him play love songs all night long; we want dancing music!” Clarine protested.
 
   “He’ll play music for everyone, don’t worry,” Breeze dismissed the complaint.
 
   A pretty girl with blond hair smiled winsomely at him, and winked.
 
   “Don’t worry Ariana, he’ll play a song for you,” Clarine assured her.
 
   “I better get to work,” Grange bowed out of the conversation.  He quickly returned to the orchard, where the boys were gathered together, awaiting him.
 
   “What took you so long to get here?” Garrel asked.
 
   “I went up into the hayloft with Breeze,” he began, only to be interrupted by a chorus of whoops and laughter.
 
   “To fetch this flute,” he finished after the raucous sounds ended.
 
   “Flute?” Corran repeated incredulously.
 
   “I’m going to play dancing music tonight,” Grange said stubbornly.
 
   “Here now, that’s more like it,” another of the boys said.
 
   “Everyone get to work now, or the only music will be marching music as you keep working all night long,” Thrall interrupted.  “We’ve got a lot of orchard to finish in two days’ time.”
 
   The gathering broke up.  Grange picked up two baskets and resumed his endless trudging back and forth to the barn, carrying apples and answering questions from the girls.   By the end of the day he was caught up with the supply of apples, never facing any large backlog of baskets to be carried, and enjoying a shorter walk as the line of apple-picking slowly crept up the hill towards the cider barn.
 
   “Call it a night,” a woman shouted to the girls as Grange arrived with his baskets shortly before sunset.  The girls hooted with as much raucous enthusiasm as the boys had earlier in the day, Grange reflected.
 
   “Let’s go clean up.  Grange – no peeking!” Clarine admonished him as most of the girls quickly put their tools and implements away and scuttled out the far side of the barn.  Clarine stayed behind to extinguish the fires under the kettles where apple butter was being prepared.
 
   “Can I help with anything?” Grange asked as he emptied his bushels of the final loads of fruit for the night.
 
   She looked at him suspiciously.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   “Do you need any help?” he wasn’t sure how to clarify what seemed clear.
 
   “Just go make sure those boys clean themselves up a bit.  You could probably stand a good dousing as well.  Now go on and don’t try to peek,” she sternly warned him as she finished her chores and started to leave the barn.
 
   “Peek at what?” he asked.
 
   “Peek at what!” she repeated.  “Peek at the shower where all the girls are cleaning apple grime off before dinner.  Now go!” she commanded, sending Grange scurrying down the hillside.
 
   “Did you know the girls have a place they take showers?” he asked Corran when he reached the harvesting crew, as they were gathering for the night.
 
   “What did they look like?” four boys asked him simultaneously, assuming that he had snuck a peak at the bathers.
 
   “I don’t know, but I was told we should all clean up too,” he relayed the message, conscious that he had sweated all day long while carrying his cargo.  A hot shower was bound to feel good on his aching back, he was sure.
 
   “There’s a place to clean up across the road,” Thrall told them.  “Boys in the past never had to clean up for the girls,” he told them dismissively.
 
   “If the girls are cleaning up, and they want us to clean up, I don’t mind,” one of the boys said.  “I’m here to make them happy!” he set off a round of laughter, as he led the troop of boys through the apple trees towards the unknown cleaning location.
 
   The found a spring pool, with cold water, and no soap or towels.
 
   The boys all stood around uncertainly, until Morris gave a scream and jumped in.
 
   “Everyone in!” a voice shouted in Grange’s ear, and a mighty shove in the middle of his back sent him plunging into the natural pool, whose waters were bitingly cold, so cold that his whole body was immediately covered in goosebumps, his breath rushed out of his lungs in a brief moment of gasping, and his brain seized up in terror and chaotic shock.
 
   He heard a sound, and realized that it was Morris screaming again, screaming and flailing in the water as the boy suffered the same shocking painful disorientation that Grange felt.  There were other boys flying through the air, also those standing closest to the water, being pushed by those behind them, and the spring filled up with boys who suffered the same frozen fate that Grange was suffering.
 
   He reached up onto the bank of the pool and grabbed the ankle of one of the boys who had been shoving others into the water, then gave a mighty jerk, pulling the boy into the water that he had sent so many others into.
 
   There were howls ringing in the air, and Grange saw a few boys starting to accept their icy fate, beginning to strip off their sopping wet clothes and throw them up onto the bank.  Grange started to lift the hem of his shirt when he stopped, as he abruptly remembered the jewels that were hidden, embedded in his arm, about to be revealed if he removed his shirt.  He had not thought about the jewels all day, nor had he heard from them.  They had been quiet, and he had lived as if he were a normal person.
 
   He let loose of the shirt.  He didn’t want to reveal the jewels, then have to try to explain the unbelievable story of having them speak to him, of the Spirit in the cave that had directed him, the tremendous power the jewels had displayed in excavating the tunnel.  Instead he scrubbed himself in the cold water as best he could, then climbed out of the pool, shivering with chill from the air, as it began to cool down along with the setting of the sun.
 
   The other boys gradually all climbed out as well, all suffering from the cooling air as much as Grange, and they all hurried to the dinner setting, where a pair of fires and a line of tables full of food were nearly as intriguing as the huddle of freshly-scrubbed girls who stood to the side, looking with anticipation for the arrival of the boys.
 
   “What happened to you?” one of the cooks said.
 
   “We heard you all shouting,” another said.
 
   “You boys are sopping wet!” Thrall exclaimed.  “You’re going to catch cold!  Go stand by the fires,” he commanded.
 
   “Grange told us the girls wanted us to get clean,” one of the boys tried to explain.
 
   “And you all listened to Grange?” Thrall asked.  “If Grange jumped off a cliff, would you all jump off?”
 
   “If those girls were waiting at the bottom, we might,” one anonymous boy drolly replied, making all parties at the gathering laugh, and breaking the ice as the boys circled around the two fires.
 
   “I’ll fix a plate of food for you Grange, since you whipped all the other boys into shape,” Breeze offered as she came to stand near Grange, then wheeled around and headed to the food tables.
 
   Seeing the looks of surprise and appreciation and envy on the faces of the other boys, the rest of the girls quickly followed suit, delivering numerous plates of food to all the warming boys, who appreciatively began to consume their food, while the girls went back to prepare plates for themselves.
 
   “Since Grange started all this, seems he ought to be the one to play the music so that we can all do some dancing and warm ourselves up,” Corran proposed minutes later, when everyone was silent as they ate their food.
 
   “I’ll be ready in a few minutes,” Grange promised.  He gobbled down a piece of apple pie, then stepped over to a spot on the other side of the fire, and pulled his borrowed flute out of his pocket.  He tested it, as he had in the hayloft.  The music sounded just as pure as before.  The flutes he had played in Fortune had been made from metal or expensive woods, and had undoubtedly cost many times what the instrument in his hands would be appraised at, but he was convinced in his mind and his heart that the musical notes that emerged from the simple carved wooden tube were better.
 
   He trilled a few test bars, first fast, then slow, challenging the flute to rise to the highest notes he could summon, then leaving him satisfied as it accomplished the task without breaking or wavering.
 
   “Alright, who’s ready for some dancing tunes?” he asked, and he jumped into a fast-paced piece of music that was traditionally guaranteed to set feet in motion at any Fortune festival, a lively song in 4/4 time.
 
   His eyes watched his fingers for a moment, then looked up at the open space in front of him, lit by the two bonfires.  Garrel was in front of him, trying to start a dance with a girl, while the girl stood with her feet still planted firmly in place, looking from him to Grange.  No one else had even made as much effort as Garrel – all stood still, staring at Grange.
 
   He let the notes dribble rapidly to nothingness, and heard only the crackling of the timber in the fire, and perhaps a solitary cricket somewhere nearby.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “We don’t know that song,” Clarine told him.
 
   “It’s very popular in our home town,” Grange replied.  “Girls love to dance to it!”
 
   “We want something we know,” Corran said, coming over to stand next to Clarine, and gingerly wrapping his arm over her shoulder.
 
   Grange started to speak, then stopped.  The song didn’t matter, he knew.  As long as there was a tempo then dancing was the natural outcome.  At least, he had always thought so until that moment.
 
   He bit his tongue before saying anything, then spoke.  “Can someone come and hum a tune for me, and I’ll try to play it?”
 
   He wasn’t particularly adept at playing music after just one hearing.  He needed practice, or a patient audience.  He trusted the audience would be patient around the bonfire, especially since they seemed to have no other option.
 
   “Here Grange, listen to this one,” Breeze told him as she came over to stand behind him.  She circled one arm around his shoulders to draw close to him, then rested her chin on his other shoulder as she leaned up, nearly pressed her lips against his ear, and started to hum a simple tune, one that was not too fast, not too complicated.  It would have only just barely qualified as a dance tune back in Fortune, and probably only late in the evening when folks would have been tiring of the faster tunes.
 
   He thought he could manage the tune.  “Hum it again, please,” he said, and then closed his eyes and listened intently as she revisited the tune again.
 
   “Do you like it?” Breeze asked when she finished.
 
   “Yes, it’s a nice tune,” he said.  It was pleasant, if not exciting, but he recognized that it was the song that his audience was familiar with.  And it was relatively easy.  He opened his eyes and looked around at the dozens of eyes that were staring at him, then he raised the flute to his lips.
 
   “Hum it again, and I’ll play along with you,” he told the vivacious girl next to him.
 
   She squeezed his shoulder, then he began to pick out the notes and match the tune that the girl set for him.  He was tentative for the first few bars, but his expectations and memories of the tune matched the notes he heard softly in his ears.  He gained confidence, and continued to play, as boys pulled girls and girls pulled boys out onto the dusty dance floor, and the crowd began to move in an odd step that was unlike anything Grange had seen practiced in Fortune.
 
   But the dancers seemed happy with the tune.  A pair of boys waved approvingly at Grange, and Breeze stopped humming.  “I think you’ve got it now,” she sighed, then laid her head on his shoulder and watched the dancers rotate around the lit dance floor as Grange played the song thrice over to lengthen the dancing period.
 
   “I need another song,” he said when he finished.
 
   “Here, listen to this one,” Breeze told him, and she again lifted her mouth to his ear and began to hum another song, one that was slow and gentle and sounded like a lullaby to Grange.
 
   He listened and played.  The crowd danced.  After another song, one of the apple picking boys came and pulled Breeze out onto the floor, letting Clarine come to hum to Grange.  He played the music, and watched a jug pass discreetly from hand to hand in the shadows, fermented cider that was shared by the boys and the girls, the men and the women alike.  The crowd grew more raucous, and Clarine was pulled away to be replaced by Girelle, who wanted faster-paced songs that were more frenetic.
 
   A second jug appeared in the crowd, and some of the dancers and the audience members grew mellow, while others began to grow boisterous and rowdy.  Other girls took turns standing by Grange, humming in his ear with their heads on his shoulder and their arms around his waist or shoulder.  He played song after song as the tunes were hummed or softly sung to him, while the half-moon rose overhead and climbed with the stars in the sky.
 
   Eventually, the crowd began to thin, as people slipped away.  Finally, those few who remained sat by the fires, no longer dancing, and after two tunes without any movement, Grange lowered his flute and put it in his pocket.
 
   “Would you walk me home?” Breeze asked, coming over out of the shadows to stand beside him.  She handed him the jug that he had watched pass among the revelers during the night.  He took a drink from the mouth of the heavy ceramic container, tasting the hot, sharp alcohol and the sweet, tart apple flavors, then coughing unexpectedly as he lowered the jug.
 
   “I’ll be happy to,” he gasped, making her giggle, as she took his hand.
 
   “It’s this way,” she tugged him after her and she stepped towards a dark trail in the orchard.  He followed along beside her as their route left the orchard and entered a thicker forest, one with light-barked birch trees and dappled shadows from the moonlight.
 
   Grange felt intrigued, excited, and scared in his anticipation of the end of the walk, not sure what the girl had in mind, but full of excitement.  They continued to stroll, hand in hand, in silence, until Breeze spoke.
 
   “What was your favorite song tonight, one of the ones I hummed for you?” she asked in a teasing tone.
 
   A sudden shadow’s movement momentarily caught his eye.
 
   “Are you paying attention to me?” Breeze asked after his moment of distracted silence.  There was no further movement.
 
   “Yes,” he began.  “Ouch!” he yipped, as she pinched his bottom.
 
   “There – that’ll keep your attention,” she giggled.
 
   He sensed – or felt – or heard – or experienced, a low and shrill growling sound.  He couldn’t identify what it was, or where it came from.
 
   “Do you hear that?” he asked Breeze, suddenly stopping in the middle of the trail, and making her stop as well as their clasped hands anchored her to him.
 
   “I could pretend I hear something and cling tightly to you, if that’s what you had in mind,” she offered in a sultry voice.
 
   The noise grew louder, suddenly and in a hurry, resolving itself in a split second into a roaring buzz of anger and hatred in his head.  It was a cacophony of different voices all shrieking with united hatred.  The jewels in his arm were screaming at him.
 
   And then the shadow appeared again.  It was directly in front of him, and bounding rapidly towards him.  It was small and black, darker than the surrounding forest – a darkness that seemed ominous, more than just an absence of light.  It was one of the shapes he had seen in the streets of Fortune, and he stiffened in fearful astonishment as it raced at him, then jumped and landed on Breeze’s shoulders.
 
   Grange jumped backwards from Breeze, landing four feet away as he ripped himself from her grasp.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” she asked in perplexed aggravation.
 
   The filmy black shadow moved restlessly on her shoulders, her blouse not moving or reacting to its weight, her hair not stirring with its shifting paws that seemed to massage her scalp.
 
   “I,” Grange tried to speak.  “It,” there were no words, and the overwhelming anger of the jewels was stunning his ability to think or speak.
 
   Suddenly, the creature grew momentarily still, then it dove into Breeze’s head.
 
   She stiffened, and then her eyes glowed with an eerie green light.
 
   “You’re so young, and so fresh,” a rasping voice emerged from Breeze’s mouth.
 
   Use us!  Set us free!  You need us! the voices of the jewels suddenly coalesced into a single set of words in his mind. 
 
   “What’s happening?” Grange spoke aloud, taking an additional step backwards from the frightening face of Breeze.
 
   “Your death is happening,” Breeze croaked in her distorted voice, the glow in her eyes spreading throughout her forehead and cheekbones, forming a diabolical mask.  She raised a hand and pointed at Grange, as he instinctively turned and started running blindly back down the trail.
 
   Stop!  We must fight the demon!  Set us free! The jewels were screaming in his mind.
 
   A blinding flash of energy flew over his shoulder, barely missing him.  It sailed through the air and struck the trunk of a majestic oak tree, causing the trunk to explode in a shower of flaming splinters that flew in all directions.
 
   Grange dove to the ground.  “Go!” he shouted to the jewels.  “You’re free!  Go!  Go do whatever you can!”
 
   He felt his forearm seem to explode, and he heard loud popping sounds as the jewels erupted from his skin, tore through the fabric of his sleeve, and became small glowing pixies, brilliant colored feminine figures that streaked through the air, rising and spreading out as they approached the demon-possessed figure of Breeze.
 
   “You’re girls?” the words jumped out of his mouth before he could stop them.  It was the most ludicrous thing to say at that moment, he knew.  Yet seeing the tiny, gamine figures had prompted that astonished question first and foremost in his mind.  He had thought that the jewels, hard, enduring, powerful as they were, must be masculine.
 
   There was a sizzling sound, and he rolled over, fear returning to become the predominant emotion in his soul.  The sound was the result of another bolt of energy fired by the demon in Breeze, a shot aimed at the blue jewel-figure as she flew at the creature’s face in a bid to attract its attention.
 
   The other jewels flew high and low, and suddenly converged on the space directly behind Breeze’s head, where the insubstantial hindquarters of the demon were exposed, not sheltered within the girl’s head.
 
   “This is the boy’s fight, not yours!” the demon in Breeze screamed the protest at the jewels.  “He is the agent; you cannot intervene without his control!”
 
   The demon swatted its small forearms in the air, while it controlled Breeze and swung her arms overhead as well, trying to disrupt the jewels.
 
   Now, attack it now! the jewels called to Grange.
 
   “Attack?  How?”  he asked, rising to a crouch, not sure if he was preparing to fight or flee.
 
   “Us – guide us!  Use us!” the blue jewel screamed out loud.
 
   “Fight it, but don’t hurt Breeze!” Grange obligingly shouted.  He rose to his feet and stepped forward, stretching his hands out without knowing why.
 
   He grabbed the shoulders of the possessed girl just as the flying jewels dove down and intersected with one another inside the center of the insubstantial demonic body.  Their hands joined with one another, while Grange found himself fearfully face to face with Breeze, his face only two feet away from her grotesquely distorted features.  The glowing eyes stared at him with hate for two long seconds, seeming to drill into his soul and strangle it with overwhelming pain.
 
   “Kill the demon!” he shouted.  “In the name of the gods, kill it!”
 
   The hand-holding ring of tiny bodies suddenly flared into brilliance, glowing with luminous intensity, and they began to spin in a circle, still inside the demon’s figure.  Breeze screamed as the demon wretched itself out of her head and flung itself to the ground, trying to escape from the power of the jewels.
 
   Breeze collapsed.  The glowing mask around her eyes was extinguished, and she fell into unconsciousness as the demon disengaged from her.  She sagged down, and pulled the unprepared Grange down on top of her as she fell limply to the ground.
 
   At the same time, the demon was suffering a worse fate.
 
   “Stop!” it screamed in a reedy, thin voice, no longer using Breeze’s throat to speak its words.
 
   “We’re coming to win!  You need to leave me alone, or you’ll be punished later,” the otherworldly monster tried to cajole and threaten at the same time, while the jewels kept up their spinning and glowing.  They seemed to grow larger, and the misty substance of the demon’s body began to quiver, then suddenly exploded.
 
   Grange closed his eyes as gobbets of demon essence flew in all directions.   A second later he opened his eyes again, and saw that the jewels were no long spinning, no longer holding hands, no longer glowing so brightly.
 
   We have succeeded, he sensed the smug satisfaction in their tone, as they all settled down onto his arm, then melted back down into the hard mineral substance in his forearm flesh once again.
 
   “What happened?   Why are you on me?” Breeze asked groggily first, then sharply.
 
   “You fell, and pulled me down,” Grange answered as he lifted himself off the girl, and rose to his feet, then offered a hand to help her up.
 
   “That’s all?  We just fell?” she looked at him in confusion.
 
   “Maybe we had too much cider?” he shrugged his shoulders, once she was standing next to him.
 
   She dusted herself off, and Grange could see that she was trying to discretely examine herself, to determine if anything untoward had happened while she had passed out.
 
   “Shall we be on our way?” he asked.  He was sober – completely.  Whatever mild euphoric state the cider and his companionship with the girl had created had disappeared completely.  He was anxious to be out of the forest, and sleeping someplace around other people – someplace that might feel safer.
 
   They began to walk again, silently, each of them lost in their own thoughts.  Grange had innumerable questions that crowded together in his mind, as he tried to make sense of the terrifying experience he had survived.  The demon had appeared from nowhere, in the middle of an empty forest, and had tried to kill him.  The jewels had known what it was, and they had known what to do.  But they had needed his permission, for some inexplicable reason.  And they were females; that bothered him.  He thought about them differently, as an embarrassing invasion of privacy.  Although, he reflected, they had usefully set him free from the tunnel, and saved his life.
 
   “There it is,” Breeze spoke up, startling Grange.  He noticed a tiny light ahead, a candle in a window.
 
   “I’ll go on from here, so my ma doesn’t know there’s a boy here,” she murmured.  Like Grange, the episode in the forest – though she didn’t remember what had happened – had banished any thoughts of romance.   “You just have to follow the trail back to the orchard,” she told Grange, and she took a quick step away from him to remove any opportunity for a kiss or embrace.
 
   “Good night; I’ll see you tomorrow,” Grange agreed, not wanting to prolong his interaction with Breeze.  He turned and began to walk along the path, then glanced back over his shoulder and slowed down to make sure he could watch the girl reach the distant safety of her home’s door.  Once he saw her safely inside, he began to carefully jog along the trail.
 
   “What happened back there?” he asked the jewels.
 
   The foul one was right, one of the jewels spoke.
 
   This one is not the hero – the Spirit made a mistake, another said.
 
   The Spirit does not make mistakes, another voice insisted shrilly.
 
   If this isn’t a mistake, then why was he so cowardly and stupid back there?  The demon should have won, the second voice responded.
 
   No, you all are wrong.  We must be patient, said a fourth voice.  Grange was astonished by the argument underway, the sudden splintering of the united jewels from a monolithic voice to this arguing gaggle of opinions.
 
   We must make him be the hero the Spirit wants, the fourth voice continued.
 
   Did you see him back there? the first voice protested.  There’s nothing heroic about him.
 
   “Stop, stop, stop!” Grange shouted.
 
   “I’m not trying to be a hero.  You all stop this argument.  What happened back there?  Tell me, instead of arguing with each other,” he said.
 
   The darkness sent a small demon to test you.  It did not expect much from you, apparently, one of the jewels answered.
 
   “What darkness?” Grange asked, looking around at the dim white tree trunks in the nighttime forest.
 
   He is ignorant as well as cowardly, a jewel cried in exasperation.
 
   The great darkness, the power that seeks to destroy and consume and prevent, the reasonable voice replied to his question.  It continually wages a war.  It is often weak, but sometimes grows strong.  Now it is growing strong again.
 
   “I,” Grange didn’t even know how to respond.  “None of that has anything to do with me.  Whatever it is.  I’m just a boy, a pickpocket who’s working in an orchard.  Leave me alone – go find your hero,” he told the jewels.  The trail opened up into a clearing, and he realized he had reached the orchard.  There was the sound of muffled giggles coming from somewhere in the darkness to his right.
 
   We will leave you alone, until you are ready, several of the jewels agreed.
 
   He needs a guide, one voice dissented.
 
   When the time is right, another voice counseled.
 
   “Grange, back already?” he heard a boy’s voice from the shadows call.
 
   “Yes, Breeze is safely home,” he replied, then headed to the wagon, covered himself with his blanket, and lay awake for a long time, thinking and wondering, before he finally fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   The first thing Grange did when he awoke in the morning was to raise his sleeve and look at the jewels.  During the night, in his sleep, he had somehow managed to convince himself that all the things he had lived in recent weeks – being arrested, sentenced to the tunnel, finding the jewels, fighting the demon – had themselves been a dream.  He woke up believing the dream that said that reality was a dream, for a moment.  But when he looked at his forearm, he saw that the shiny jeweled surfaces were in place along his arm, dashing his hopes of awakening to find himself back in his old reality.
 
   Except that one jewel was missing.  The blue stone was not in place.  There were four jewels in his flesh, not five.  Red, black, white, and green all still sat within his flesh, their colors dynamically contrasting with his skin.
 
   “Where’s the blue one?” he asked.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “The blue jewel is gone.  Where is she?” he asked again.
 
   He heard footsteps approaching, and hastily pushed the sleeve back down to cover the jewels, who maintained their silence.
 
   “What happened last night?” Breeze’s voice spoke over his shoulder, and he turned to see her standing next to him, her arms crossed tightly in front of her chest, a serious expression on her face.
 
   He was silent, struggling to know what to reveal, and to find the right words.
 
   “I had strange, scary dreams last night after I fell asleep,” she told him.
 
   “From drinking the cider?” he asked weakly.
 
   “I don’t think so.  I’ve never had dreams like this before.   They were so scary.  They made me feel like there’s nowhere in the world that is safe.  I woke up screaming,” she told him.
 
   “I can’t explain it,” he lied.
 
   She scrutinized him silently for two seconds more, then turned and walked to join the other girls who were gathering at the breakfast tables.
 
   Grange stood up, and walked over to a cluster of the traveling boys.  A few of their companions were conspicuously socializing with local girls, standing and sitting as couples who paid close attention to one another, but the majority of the boys were standing close to the breakfast table, where the first portions from the menu were starting to be offered.
 
   Breeze was with the other girls, appearing to laugh politely at some joke made.
 
   “Grange, today you get to climb the trees,” Thrall said, coming up to the cluster of boys.  “Grater, you’ll be the hauler.”  And so Grange began his long day of working in the orchard among the trees, picking and sorting fruit all day long with the majority of the other boys, having virtually no interaction with the girls other than at lunch time, when Clarine chatted with him.
 
   The apple trees rapidly surrendered their fruit to the determined group of workers, and an hour before sundown, Garrel climbed down from the last tree, his sack of apples holding the last fruit the boys picked.
 
   “The whole orchard done in two days,” the local farm leader marveled when they trudged to the dining spot.  Large cauldrons of stew were cooking over the fires, tended by the local farm wives, while the girls continued to work in the processing barn.  A vast pile of apples awaited their turns to be turned into cider and apple butter, promising days of work remaining, long after the boys had left and moved on to their next  orchard destination.
 
   “Eat up, everyone,” Thrall directed the boys.  “We’ll ride tonight and start picking at our next destination in the morning,” he informed them.
 
   The boys lined up to eat, as a local farmer approached Thrall and had a long conversation with him in a low voice.
 
   “I’m going to go find out what they talked about,” Morris announced after the tete-a-tete concluded.  He walked over to stand by his father and they talked briefly, then Morris returned to reveal his secrets to the other boys.
 
   “The farmer wants to drive a couple of wagons along the road with us, so that he can get some of his apples to market in Palmland ahead of the other orchards, to get a better price.”
 
   “My dad said yes, so the farmer is having his wagons loaded now,” the boy explained.
 
   The news elicited little interest from the rest of the boys, who continued to eat their large bowls of stew, then ate apple turnovers for dessert, before climbing aboard the back of their wagon to start the overnight ride to the next location.
 
   “Hold on – look at that!” one of the boys exclaimed, as Grange and Garrel settled into their locations on the edges of the wagon.  As the newcomers, they received the least comfortable, least secure spots for sleeping.  They looked at the arrival of the local farmer wagons like all the others, then sat up straight in surprise.
 
   Two wagons were pulled into position behind their own, each carrying a full load of crated apples and stacked jugs of cider.  One was driven by the farmer who had spoken to Thrall, and the other was driven by Clarine, who was accompanied by her friend, Deana.  The relevance of her position on the wagon bench was instantly clear to all the boys – Clarine would be traveling with them!
 
   “Grange, Garrel, since you’re barely hanging on to our wagon, you go ride in the farmer’s wagons,” Thrall ordered, sending the two boys scrambling away to the sounds of howls of protest from the other boys on the wagon’s flat bed.
 
   Grange and Garrel sprinted away from their own wagon, past the farmer’s wagon, and then leapt up onto the bench of the wagon where Clarine and Deana sat, taking seats on either side of them.  The two boys smiled broadly at one another as they turned to face the girls between them.
 
   “What a surprise!” Garrel said.  “We’re looking forward to traveling with you.”
 
   “Clarine,” the farmer called.  “Since there’re two boys back there to watch the wagon, you and Deana can come ride with me.”
 
   “Yes father, We’ll be right there,” the girl called back.
 
   “Sorry boys,” she apologized.  “Maybe we can talk later,” she said as she gathered up a cloth bundle, then she and her friend climbed over Grange and climbed down to the ground, ran forward, and climbed up to sit next to her father.
 
   The boys in the front wagon laughed heartily at the crestfallen faces of Grange and Garrel, left alone in their wagon.  Thrall shook the reins of the front wagon’s team of horses, who moved forward, setting the whole procession in motion.
 
   The sun had set in the west, and their road forward traveled northwest, so that the red sky on the horizon was on the left side of the travelers.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Garrel asked Grange after they left the cooking camp behind, waving at the women and girls who gathered to watch their departure.
 
   “Drive the wagon, I guess,” Grange replied with what seemed obvious to him.
 
   “No, I mean next.  How long are we going to ride with these people and pick apples in the countryside?  Don’t you think we need to plan to get to a city and live normal lives?” Garrel responded.
 
   “This isn’t so bad,” Grange said after a moment of consideration.  “We’re getting fed good food, the work isn’t that hard; it’s better than digging a tunnel.  And we can just ride with them for a while, and maybe they’ll take us all the way to a city, this Palmland they talk about.”  Grange was indifferent; compared to his concerns about demons and jewels, life in a city or in the country made little difference.  He just wanted life to return to normal.
 
   “You’re too patient,” Garrel grumbled.   But he said no more, and their wagon rolled steadily on into the darkness of the night, following the lantern that hung at the front of Thrall’s wagon.
 
   “I’m going to sleep for a while,” Garrel announced not too much later.  “Wake me when it’s my turn to drive the wagon.”  He climbed over the back of the bench onto the bed of the wagon, where he lay down in a narrow spot between the stacks of freight.
 
   Grange sat alone, watching the wagon light ahead and holding the reins as they slowly advanced through the lightly populated foothills of the mountains.  The horses moved at a leisurely rate, the road was following the gentle contours of the land, and there was little for Grange to do along the way, as the stars overhead gleamed brightly, twinkling less than he expected as he looked up at them.
 
   There were sounds in the forest that lined the road.  He heard wolves howl, and a profusion of nightjars calling to one another, but nothing else of note happened until he dimly saw a light figure suddenly dash out of the forest and run up to the side of the wagon.  As he gaped in astonishment, a girl with long blond hair leapt agilely up onto the moving wagon and plopped herself down upon the bench next to him.
 
   His eyes were wide, and his mouth gaped open as he looked at the lovely girl in astonishment, trying to carefully examine her to determine if there was a demon on her back, the precursor to another frightening attack.  There appeared to be no such creature, and the girl looked familiar, he decided.
 
   “Garrel!” he called hoarsely.
 
   “No,” the girl spoke to him in a musical voice.  “Don’t wake him.  Let him sleep.  I came to see you anyway.”
 
   “Me?  Who are you?” Grange asked, even more surprised by her unexpected declaration.
 
   She tilted her head to one side.  “You know me.  I’m Ariana,” she replied matter-of-factly.
 
   The name sounded familiar, and he remembered that he had seen her working in the cider barn when he had been given the flute.  She had winked at him then.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked.
 
   “I’m running away; I’m ready to go see the world.  You need someone to look after you, I decided.  I’m going to travel to the big city with you,” she explained easily.
 
   “You’re running away?  To be with me?” he asked faintly.  No girl as pretty as this one had ever paid attention to him, except for Lurinda, who had been enchanted by his musical skills, and Lurinda wasn’t as lovely as Ariana was.
 
   “I know you’ll take care of me, and I’ll watch out for you too.  We can see the world together, the next big city, and anything that comes along,” there was a subtle nuance in her reference to anything that came along, but Grange was at a loss over the whole statement, the whole situation, unable to decipher anything beyond the fundamental fact that there was a girl suddenly sitting next to him in the middle of the night.
 
   “I’m sure you’ll do fine.  You may learn something along the way.  Is it a deal?” she asked.  She stuck her hand out to shake in testament to the sealing of the pact.
 
   Without knowing what he was doing, Grange stuck his hand out and grabbed hers, then was surprised by the extremely strong grip she provided, and by something else, some current that seemed to flow between them as they agreed on the terms she had laid out.
 
   “I’m going to rest now.  Wake me up when it’s my turn to drive the wagon,” she told him, then leaned against him without forewarning, laid her head on his shoulder, and shut her eyes.
 
   Grange sat woodenly upright, astonished by the inexplicable appearance of the lovely girl.  He barely remembered her working in the cider barn, and had never spoken to her, yet she was now resting beside him.  He covertly examined her again; she had no demon visible upon her, he was relieved to see, though being possessed by a demon would have at least offered an explanation for why she was there with him.
 
   The thought of demons jarred his thoughts.
 
   Why did that demon come looking for me last night? He silently asked the jewels.
 
   You are the one who will fight them.  They are coming to realize that, one jewel’s voice replied.  It spoke with a crispness and clarity that was far more mentally audible that the previous conversations had revealed.  Grange looked around quickly for some evidence that the tiny bodies of the jewels might be flying close to his head, but saw no sign of them.
 
   Why do they think I’ll fight them?  There are other men, men who really know how to fight.  The demons should pick on them, not me, Grange protested.
 
   You are different.  You have the sight, the ability to see the demons.  That makes you able to fight them, so they fear that you may become effective and dangerous.  We have to pray and hope so, the jewel told him, a note of resignation in the last few words.
 
   Why I can I see them? He asked.
 
   You were born at the stroke of midnight, on midwinter’s night, the longest night of the year.  You have a special status, the ability to see demons and the powers of darkness, the jewel spoke patiently.  But the power only has become evident as you have begun to change from a boy to a man.
 
   How do you know I was born at midnight? He asked in astonishment.
 
   Because you can see demons, the jewel answered in an exasperated tone.  How do you know I am a jewel?  Because I am a hard, shiny, brilliantly colored stone.  The thing defines itself.
 
   Because I can see demons, the demons want to kill me, because they think I will fight them, he sought confirmation.  And because I can see demons, you want to help me, because you think I will fight the demons.
 
   This is correct.  Thank the gods you finally understand, there was a note of relief in the jewel’s voice.
 
   What if I just want to be left alone?  What if I just go away somewhere and stay out of this whole fight?  You and the demons can fight each other without me, he suggested.
 
   You will not stay out of this! There was such force and anger in the words that Grange whimpered and placed his hand on his forehead, feeling pain.
 
   There is no staying out of this; don’t you understand?  The barrier to the darkness is weakening.  This is the time when the demons can come forth.  There will be an army of demons, seeking to weaken the goodness of humanity in this world, so that their dark lord can come forth and take dominion.
 
   If you do not fight the demons, they will take over the world, and every place in it.  There will be no safe place for you, only the guarantee of eventual torment by the great evil that awaits.  You, and every other person and spirit and force in the world will spend the next eon in a tortured state of existence, the jewel declaimed passionately.
 
   It was a paralyzing prospect, one that the jewel enforced by projecting visions and feeling of terror and pain and torture into Grange, showing him the consequences of failing to act.
 
   You want me to fight all of that?  All by myself?  Just you and me?  I’m not even a fighter! He protested less sincerely now, convinced of the rightness of the cause, but aware of his own severe limitations.
 
   There are others who will be your friends and allies and unexpected supporters, even lovers, the jewel told him.  There will be a god.  And you will learn to fight.  You must.  You must take advantage of every opportunity while there is time.
 
   There is not much time, a couple of years at most.  You must not fail.  You must be driven to succeed or all the world will be punished, the intensity of the jewel was frightening, and Grange shivered in fear at the visions he was exposed to.
 
   And then the sense of uncertainty and resistance and fear disappeared.   If it was his fate to fight the battle, if he had truly been singled out only by the simple stroke of fate of being born at the wrong moment, he would accept the challenge, as unprepared and unfit as he felt.  He knew deep in his heart that he wasn’t sufficient to meet such an overwhelming responsibility, that trying to fight demons would have to eventually lead to his death.  But the visions the jewel had shared showed him that if he didn’t fight, death would come after him anyway, and would be worse than what he might suffer in a battle.
 
   That’s better, but don’t be so glum.  You will not be alone, I promise, the jewel tried to assuage his fears.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   They rode along with no further conversation.  The girl by his side soon leaned the other way and lay down on the bench, while Garrel started to snore from his space among the freight in the back.  The horses placidly walked on in the wake of the other wagons, while Grange held the reins loosely and drifted between sleep and wakefulness.  Sometimes he saw the wagon ahead and the horses, while other times he dreamt of armies of demons, or the pretty Ariana smiling and talking with him as they rode together in the wagon over endless roads.
 
   Ariana awoke while the sun was beginning to brighten the eastern sky behind the increasingly distant mountains on the horizon.
 
   “Can you stop while I go into the woods for a minute?” she asked.
 
   “Why do you need to go into the woods?” Grange asked through the dim, foggy state of awareness that the night of sleeplessness had left him in.
 
   “Never you mind.  I just need to.  Now stop the wagon,” the girl said authoritatively, and Grange immediately complied.
 
   He let the horses drift to the side of the road, where they began to crop the grasses growing in the narrow strip beneath the open sky, while the girl lithely jumped down and sprinted into the shadows of the forest.  The other wagons continued to slowly progress, pulling away from Grange and the others, unaware of the stop.  Grange wasn’t worried though, certain that they would catch up quickly, especially since there seemed to be no alternative to staying on the road that had no crossroads or intersections.
 
   Ariana gave a sudden scream.  “Grange!  Help me!” she shouted in a terrified voice.
 
   He sat up straight, a jolt of adrenaline snapping his sleepiness aside.  He started to scramble across the wagon bench towards her, when he saw that a gleaming metal sword lay propped where she had rested during the night.  He picked the weapon up for whatever use it might bring as he bolted out of the wagon and into the forest.
 
   “Grange, what’s happening?” he heard Garrel’s voice call from behind him, but he didn’t waste time stopping to explain.
 
   The forest was dark, the limited light from the sunrise barely penetrating the still thick foliage on the tree branches overhead.  After a dozen strides into the forest he paused, looking desperately in all directions as he sought to find Ariana.
 
   “Grange, help!” she screamed again, her voice coming from straight ahead.
 
   He dashed forward, holding the sword awkwardly, until he sudden pressed through a tangle of brambles and found Ariana standing behind a tree trunk, a wolf snarling at her on the far side of the tree.
 
   “I’m here; it’s okay,” he told her, pushing the sword out in front of himself as he rushed to defend her from the fangs of the large gray beast.
 
   Back in Fortune, Grange had seen men carry swords.  Some of the city guards had carried them, and the nobility, as well as the men from the palace, carried them constantly, appearing fearless and lethal with the shining blades of metal gleaming on their hips.  But he had never held a sword himself, never even seen one used with intent to cause harm.
 
   The wolf diverted its attention from Ariana to Grange.  He focused intently, crouching lower as he kept the sword in front, and began to cautiously side step away from Ariana, trying to draw the predator’s attention away from the girl.
 
   “Run back to the wagon Ariana,” he told her, as the wolf’s body turned to keep its face towards him, and he opened up the space between the girl and the animal.
 
   Be careful, Grange,” she replied.
 
   He glanced over at her, and the moment he took his eyes off the wolf, it bounded at him, snarling as it launched itself into the air.  Grange’s eyes grew wide with fear as he saw fur and fangs and claws flying at him with unmatchable speed.  He tried to adjust the sword to intercept the wolf, but the animal was too fast, and knocked the sword free from his grip as it arrived.  It struck his chest and knocked him backwards, as he shouted in fear and swung his fist wildly at the wolf.
 
   He made contact, knocking the jaws of the wolf to the side as they snapped shut in an effort to bite him.  He fell to the ground, and the wolf fell on top of him, still snarling angrily.  Grange desperately reached upwards and closed his hands around the wolf’s neck, trying to keep it from closing in on him, as he felt the heat of its breath and saw the spark of anger in its eyes, only inches from his own.
 
   Then suddenly the wolf growled and howled, and then collapsed.  A fountain of blood poured over Grange; he felt its warmth on his chest and closed his eyes as it splattered onto his face.  He shouted again and shoved his arms upwards, pushing the wolf off of him.
 
   He sat up instantly, and saw that Ariana stood over him, grimly holding the sword that he had brought, its blade dark with the wolf’s blood.
 
   “Thank you for saving me,” she said without irony.
 
   Grange stared up at her blankly, unable to comprehend what had happened.  He had gone to rescue her, but had only survived because she had rescued him.
 
   “Grange?” he heard Garrel’s voice calling from not too far away.  He looked around, and saw the wolf’s body, lying on the ground just three feet away.  The massive creature looked even larger in death than it had in life.
 
   Ariana stepped over and wiped the blade on the fur of the carcass, then flipped the sword and wiped the other side.
 
   “That pelt will make a good blanket.  You should bring it along,” she told Grange, then held her hand out to him, offering to help him rise.  He reached out to her, astonished to see his hand trembling in the air, until their palms connected with one another, and he felt her steady him as she lifted him to his feet.
 
   “Grange?” Garrel called again.  “Where are you?”
 
   “On our way,” Grange answered, as he looked Ariana in the face, staring at her intently.
 
   “Thank you for saving me,” he said at last.
 
   “I’d say we’re even.  It looked like you don’t know how to handle a sword.  Would you like me to teach you?” she asked, as she released her grip on his hand and began to walk towards the wagon.
 
   He bent to pick up the wolf carcass, then grunted and staggered as he tried to lift the heavy weight of the great canine.  He shrugged it over his shoulder onto his back, and began to trundle forward, bowed by his load.
 
   “Hello!  Who are you?  Ariana?  What are you doing here?” Grange heard Garrel go through the stages of recognition and surprise as the girl preceded him out of the forest.
 
   “Great gods!  What happened to you?” Garrel gasped as he saw the blood-soaked Grange appear steps behind the pristine girl.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “A wolf attacked me in the forest, and Grange came to my rescue,” Ariana explained, as Grange trudged past the two and dropped the wolf carcass on the tail end of the wagon, giving a sigh of relief as he unburdened himself of the heavy load.
 
   “Ariana, where did you come from?” Garrel asked, not taking his eyes off of the girl.  The sun was rising, and the fleeting moments of the most golden, warm-tones rays of the morning sunlight were striking the girl, making her look soft and gentle, appealing in both person and spirit.  Both boys stared at her, entranced by the enhanced allure the light shed upon her.
 
   “I climbed on the wagon while Grange was driving last night.  I’m running away with him,” she answered.  “We ought to remove the pelt right away, while it’s easiest.”
 
   “You rode with us all night?” Garrel asked in astonishment.  He looked from the girl to Grange for confirmation.
 
   “She did,” Grange agreed.
 
   “You two start driving the wagon, and I’ll dress the carcass while we catch up to the others,” she suggested.
 
   The boys looked at one another, at a loss, then shrugged.
 
   “Have you slept at all?” Garrel asked Grange.  “Why don’t you let me drive, and you can get some rest, or whatever,” he trailed off into an unspoken suggestion, even though he wasn’t sure what he was really trying to suggest.
 
   “Good idea,” Grange agreed, and they all went to their places in the wagon, then Garrel took the reins in hand and the wagon started rolling along once again.
 
   Grange settled in among the apples in the back of the wagon bed, close to where Ariana had pulled a knife out of some unseen fold in her clothes.  She was slitting the carcass with a deftness that left no doubt about her competence at the task.
 
   “I found that sword on the wagon bench,” Grange told her as he watched her.  “I didn’t remember you carrying it onto the wagon when you climbed on.”
 
   “It was under my skirt, just like this little beauty,” she held up the wicked-looking knife that she was using to tend to the wolf pelt.  “I unloosened it when I lay down, to be more comfortable,” she explained.
 
   “You get some sleep,” she commanded.
 
   Grange smiled, happy to comply.
 
   “Grange, would you like for me to give you lessons on how to use a sword?” she asked again, repeating her earlier question.  “My dad showed me, so I know something about what to do with them.”
 
   “Sure, that would be good,” he agreed sleepily.  His exhaustion was catching up with him suddenly.
 
   “We’ll start tonight, after the apple picking is complete,” she told him, a note of satisfaction in her voice.
 
   He fell asleep as he heard those words, and wasn’t aware of another thing until the wagon stopped at the next orchard, their destination to begin picking apples again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   “Grange, we’re here,” Ariana awoke him not too long after he had fallen asleep.  The sun had risen in the sky, above the trees, but there were gray clouds drifting in from the western horizon.
 
   “Well, we’re glad to see you decided to join us,” Grange heard Thrall’s voice call as the wagon came to a stop at the orchard.
 
   “On my mother’s grave, what is this?” the man asked, as he came around the corner of the wagon and spotted Ariana.  Grange looked over, and saw that the wolf pelt was hanging off the end of the wagon, but the carcass was nowhere in sight.
 
   “”Who are you and where did you come from?” Thrall asked as he faced the girl, looking from her to the pelt to Grange.
 
   “This is Ariana.  She came from the last village,” Grange spoke up.  “She wants to travel with us.”
 
   “I want to go see the big city with Grange,” Ariana spoke for herself.
 
   “Do your parents know about this?” Thrall asked, clearly dissatisfied with the situation.
 
   “No, I left after dark.  I ran through the woods to meet the wagons away from the village.  But I told my friend to tell my parents in the morning,” she added.
 
   “Did you know about this?” Thrall turned to Grange.
 
   He shook his head negatively.  “I was surprised when she came out of the woods and climbed in the wagon.
 
   “Good heavens boy, look at you!” Thrall caught sight of the blood that stained most of Grange’s clothing.  “What happened?”
 
   “This wolf was going to attack me,” Ariana answered, lifting the edge of the fur pelt.  “But Grange came and saved me.”
 
   “Are you hurt?” Thrall asked, seeming sincerely concerned about their safety.
 
   Ariana?” Clarine had walked back, and was shocked to see the girl from her village.
 
   “Father, Deana,” she called loudly towards the wagons in front.  “Ariana is here!”
 
   Grange sat up and moved over next to his companion, as Garrel climbed off the wagon bench and came back to join the gathering.
 
   Drawn by the delay in assignment to the orchards, the other boys from the lead wagon came back as well, and the next several minutes were a pandemonium of comments and confusion as all parties tried to ask questions and give explanations at the same time.
 
   Eventually, Thrall shut the free-for-all down.
 
   “All of you need to get to work,” he said as he looked up at the clouds overhead.  “We’re off to a late start and there’s weather moving in.  Morris, you’ll be hauling the baskets to the cider barn.  The rest of you head to the trees and start picking as fast as you can.  Garrel, you help me get the horses out of the harnesses and hobbled in the pasture.
 
   “And Grange, you take your wife with you to go pick apples,” he added, looking at Grange.  “You brought her, so it’s your responsibility to keep her safe and to earn enough to pay her way.”
 
   Ariana reached over and put a finger to Grange’s lips before he could protest, and with that, the gathering broke up, as the people started to file away to their various assigned duties.
 
   “It looks like we’re going to pick apples,” he said as he swung down off the wagon.  He and Ariana began walking together in the same direction the others went.
 
   “I’m sorry he insulted you by calling you my wife.  I’ll try to explain better when everything is calmed down,” Grange told the girl.  He turned to look at her, his first real examination of her in the full sunlight, and he was struck by how sparkling blue her eyes were.
 
   “They’re gorgeous,” he breathed the words before he realized they had slipped out.  “Your eyes are like jewels.”
 
   Ariana blushed faintly.  “Thank you; it’s nice of you to say so.
 
   “Don’t worry about what anyone calls me,” she added.  “Unless it hurts you.  We’ll get along fine just the way we plan to – traveling and learning sword work.”
 
   They had reached the end of the orchard, where piles of empty baskets stood waiting, as the other boys fanned out.
 
   “Let’s take these two trees to start,” Grange proposed.  They each grabbed canvas bags and positioned baskets under their trees, then started plucking the ripe fruits.
 
   Grange watched Ariana as she worked the tree next to him, and he quickly saw that she was fully competent at the task, actually better at the task that he was, as her slender fingers grasped and twisted the fruits, then placed them in the bag she had hanging around her neck, using both hands with nimble accuracy on both the left and right sides.
 
   Grange was determined to keep up, and he began to focus on his apples with greater concentration.  He adapted her manner of hanging the bags around his neck so that he too could use both hands.  The two of them pulled their apples free of the tree as they walked around and beneath it, then climbed up into the tree to harvest more fruit.  They each filled their baskets with the apples they had, then left the baskets for Morris as they moved in to the next pair of trees in front of them.
 
   Ariana glanced over at Grange, then started picking the fruit, and she seemed to gain speed, moving faster around the perimeter of the branches as her hands shot into the foliage and emerged with crisp fruit that she quickly stuffed in the bags on her chest, while her eyes flickered around, searching for the next direction her hands could fly in.  She was an unmatchable marvel, but Grange counted on his pickpocket-nimble fingers to allow him to do his best, even starting to reach past apples to first grab a more distant piece of fruit, then grabbing the second apple with a pair of fingers as he retrieved the targets, two red orbs in one hand, helping him to appear to match the speedy girl on his left.
 
   Ariana finished her ground work and started to climb ahead of Grange, but seconds later he used his longer legs to leap higher into the tree, so that he could grab the fruit he sought quickly.
 
   They were clearly racing, both of them knew, and they were both determined to show what they could do.  Grange never took the lead, but he seldom fell far behind.  After a long stretch of competitive time, he heard a distant rumble of thunder; when he looked up, he saw that the sky overhead was completely gray with clouds, promising to cut the apple-picking activity short before much longer.
 
   Grange desperately pushed himself to pick even faster.  With only limited time left, he knew he had to give the effort his all if he hoped to avoid losing the contest with Ariana.  He pulled apples at a feverish pace, running as he circled his tree, grabbing apples and leaning forward so that his canvas bags gaped open, letting him toss the apples into their bushel basket destinations while his fingers hurried to find the fruit that hung among the leaves, before his eyes even had time to spot them.
 
   There was a sudden, very close-by crack of lightening, a bright flash that filled the orchard with white light, followed instantly by a ripping, banging clash of thunder.  Before the echoes of the thunder had finished fading away, large drops of rain pelted down from the heavens, hitting the leaves and falling through.
 
   Grange looked over at Ariana, who held one canvas bag over her head for protection.
 
   “Everyone in!” he faintly heard Thrall shout.  “Come to the shelter,” the leader’s voice instructed.
 
   Grange looked around, but there was no sign of the other apple pickers.  He ran over to Ariana.  “Let’s go get under shelter,” he urged.
 
   “Gladly!” she agreed.  Grange held out his hand, and she grabbed it as he started to run down the open aisle between rows of trees, looking for signs of a shelter, or at least signs of where the others had taken shelter.
 
   They were getting soaked with rain, as the clouds opened up and released all the moisture they could drop on the earth at one time.
 
   “Over there!” Ariana shouted, and she swerved to the right, dragging Grange with her as she veered towards something she had spotted.
 
   There was a darkness in the dim visibility that the rain allowed, and Grange followed Ariana straight to it.  It was a very small shed, open on one side, holding rakes and hoes and other tools, but it had a roof, and the open side faced away from the rain, so the two of them dashed into the shelter it provided, and crowded together, their two wet bodies squeezing against one another as they tried to press their way as deeply into the shed as possible, to avoid the fine, moist mist that the breeze curved around the corners and into the shed.
 
   Grange realized that they had carried their half-filled bags of apples with them, as he felt the hard fruit pressing into his leg.  He swung his bags out, took Ariana’s bags from her, and placed them on the ground in front of the shed, giving them a little more room.  He leaned back against the interior of the shed wall, and after a moment, Ariana leaned against him.
 
   “This is a nice break,” she said.
 
   “I needed a break.  I couldn’t keep up with you much longer,” he confessed.
 
   “Keep up?” Ariana inquired.  “It was all I could do to avoid letting you pass me!”
 
   There was a coziness and intimacy to their isolation in the shed, and Grange felt emboldened.  He began to slip one arm around Ariana’s midriff as she stood in front of him, pulling her into an embrace.
 
   “Don’t try anything stupid,” she told him in a calm voice.  His hand stopped creeping, then slowly returned to his side.
 
   “These kinds of downpours don’t usually last too long, do they?” she asked conversationally a moment later.
 
   “When this ends, we’ll have to see how the other apple-pickers were doing.  Don’t you think we were working faster than they were?” Ariana continued.
 
   “We were working faster than anyone I saw back at the orchards in your village,” Grange agreed.
 
   “Tonight, after dinner,” Ariana began, “will you have to play your flute all night, or will there be time to start our lessons for using the sword?”
 
   “We can practice using the sword,” Grange agreed, “maybe right after dinner, and then I can play the flute for dancing after that, if they want me to.”
 
   “Of course they’ll want you to,” Ariana pointed out.  “All the other boys will tell the local girls, and the girls will want to dance, so you’ll be expected to make music for them,” she stated logically.   “There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   The rain started to slacken, and minutes later it was only a light drizzle.  The two of them were still damp, but decided to leave the shed and find the others.  A five minute walk led them to the cider barn, where they found the other boys, and Thrall, along with the local girls, who all examined Grange and Ariana closely as the pair arrived.
 
   “Where were you two?” Clarine asked.
 
   “We found a little shed that was the closest place to get out of the rain,” Grange explained.
 
   “The closest place to get out of the rain alone,” Corran said, to laughter.
 
   “They needed to go someplace different, since they had worked their way so far in front of the rest of you,” Thrall said, momentarily dampening the high spirits in the barn, where the boys had been happy to make the acquaintance of their new working partners.
 
   “Is that your wolf pelt on that wagon?” a local farmer asked Grange as he came over to where Grange and Ariana stood by a fire, warming and drying themselves.  “What’ll you take in trade for it?” the man asked.
 
   “How about a couple of sets of clean clothes for us each to wear?” Ariana bargained, as she gestured to the wolf’s blood that was soaked into the labor camp clothes that Grange still wore.
 
   “That’s all?” the farmer asked suspiciously.
 
   Ariana nodded in agreement.  
 
   “I’ll have the clothes here for you by the end of the day,” the farmer seemed satisfied with the deal.
 
   “Ariana, I never would have guessed that you’d run away from home.  And you seem so different now,” Deana said as she and Garrel came over to join Ariana and Grange.  “You were always so timid at home.”
 
   “I’m ready to get out and see the world,” Grange’s companion replied.  “I know that Grange is going to show me things I’ve never seen before.”
 
   “Do you want to stay here in the barn with Clarine and me, and help the girls here?” Deana asked Ariana.  “You could dry out.”
 
   “No,” Ariana looped her arm through Grange’s with a familiarity that was at odds with her rejection of his embrace in the shed, confusing him as he listened.  “We work pretty well together in the trees, so I better go pick more apples.”
 
   Deana looked at Ariana in wonder, then looked at Grange, then a crafty look stole across her face.  “Maybe I should help the boys pick apples too,” she proclaimed.  “That could help them finish faster, couldn’t it?”
 
   “Sure, come on into the trees,” one of the boys laughed, and the others laughed as well.
 
   “Deana!” Clarine exclaimed in surprise.
 
   “You should come too,” Deana urged her friend.  “There are plenty of girls in the barn already, and we can help the boys catch up.”
 
   Clarine’s expression changed slowly, from one of doubt, to one of thoughtfulness, to one of acceptance.  She turned to her father.  “May I help the boys catch up?”
 
   “You have to stay in the trees on the edge of the orchard, where I can see you at all times,” he growled his acceptance after a moment’s thought.
 
   With that, the faces of the boys broke into grins, and the crowd headed out into the wet orchard, to resume their apple picking.
 
   Grange and Ariana, far ahead of the others, walked to their trees as the others walked past, marveling at where the two had managed to reach.  There was chatter ad high spirits above the ordinary, as the boys were energized by the arrival of the girls as their partners.
 
   Grange and Ariana looked at one another with smug expressions, then resumed their work, and by lunch time – despite the delay by the passage of the storm – they were within easy reach of the cider barn.
 
   “You two have given the best effort I can recall,” Thrall told them as he walked up behind them, having examined their trees and found that they had been thoroughly picked.  “If you want to finish these few trees after lunch, you can have the rest of the afternoon off,” he told them.  “Since you’ve already done more than your share of the work today.”
 
   “As long as you act proper and there’s no mischief,” he added sternly.
 
   “I’ll keep him in line,” Ariana said reassuringly.
 
   “I believe you when you say that,” Thrall affirmed.
 
   The group gathered in the cider barn, then walked together to the spot where the local adults had prepared the midday feast for the workers.  There was a slight air of sullenness among the local girls, who were upset by the importation of Ariana, Deana, and Clarine, providing competition for the companionship of the High Meadow boys, but only a few minutes were needed for most of the boys to migrate over to sit among the disgruntled girls, and conversations slowly crept from low murmurs to laughter and loudness.
 
   “You’re Grange?” a girl boldly came over to place a hand on Grange’s shoulder, even though he sat with Ariana the whole time.
 
   “I am,” he cautiously agreed.
 
   “The boys say you have a flute, and you can play dance music for us all night long,” the girl explained.  “We’re all so happy to hear that!  The old folks want to play old songs, like you hear in the temple when you go to the city – no one can dance to that!”
 
   Grange looked at Ariana, who nodded her agreement.  “I expect I’ll be done with you before sunset, so if you want to play for the dancers, be my guest,” she said calmly.  “I might even dance a few steps with some of the boys.”
 
   “Let’s get going so that we can finish, and start your lesson,” she stood up and held out her hand.  As soon as Grange stood and took it, she started marching off to the orchard, pulling Grange in her wake, as all eyes watched, and numerous comments were quietly uttered.
 
   That afternoon was exhausting for Grange.  He and Ariana finished their last trees in no time, then returned to the wagon, where Ariana retrieved the sword before she led Grange into the unpicked, undisturbed orchards on the other side of the road.  She selected a dead tree branch about the size of the sword, and began her lessons in how to hold the weapon.  She made Grange try handling the stick and the sword, using first his left hand, then settling on his right.
 
   “You might be able to use your left hand, but it would take a long, long time to teach that, and I don’t think I have that much time,” she decided after just a few minutes of watching him awkwardly maneuver the blade with his left hand.
 
   “How much time could it take?” Grange asked in protest.
 
   “Based on what I see, eternity,” she replied, making him angry, so that they argued for several minutes.
 
   “I tell you what, when you get good with your right hand, we’ll go back to trying your left hand,” Ariana offered a compromise finally.  After that, they practiced gripping the sword, holding the sword, swinging the sword, positioning the sword, and numerous other functions with the long metal blade.  Grange was convinced that the weapon’s weight doubled and then doubled again.
 
   “Keep your guard up!” Ariana demanded as she held her wooden stick-as-a-sword in preparation for yet another mock exchange late in the afternoon.
 
   “I can’t!” Grange angrily shouted at her.
 
   Her eyes blazed for a fraction of a second, and Grange swore that they seemed to shine with a crystalline glow all their own, but then her face grew calm, and she lowered her stick.
 
   “It’s your first day, and we’ve done enough.  Let’s go see how everyone else is doing, and eat some dinner, so you’ll have time to entertain the dancers,” she suggested.
 
   Grange ate, and he performed his musical obligations, but just barely.  As the hours of the evening passed by, and the dancers circled around the impromptu dance floor under the gray skies, he felt his arm grow more and more sore.  He finally cut the music off, well before midnight, both because of the soreness in his arm, and because of his jealousy as he watched Ariana dance with the other boys while he remained outside of the dancing circle.  Despite the groans of protest, he held firm to his decision to end the music.
 
   “Well then, let’s go to bed, shall we?” Ariana said simply, as he pocketed his flute and left the dancing space.
 
   Grange felt his heart skip a beat.  “That sounds good,” he agreed, in what he hoped was a nonchalant voice.
 
   “We can sleep under our wagon,” Ariana directed, and she led Grange away from the other boys.
 
   You did well today, and I want to show you my appreciation,” she said as they reached the wagon.  “Do you have a blanket?” she asked as she started to stoop down beneath the wagon.
 
   “I do,” he said, reaching into the space below the driver’s bench, and pulling out his bundle.
 
   Ariana took the blanket and spread it over the damp ground beneath the wagon, then crawled onto it.
 
   “Come down here, and let me massage your arm,” she instructed.  “I’ll make it feel as good as new.”
 
   Grange felt a sense of deflation.  “Is this how you’re going to show your appreciation?” he asked.  He heard the voices of the other boys, and those of a few girls, still sitting around the bonfire, laughing and enjoying each other’s company.
 
   “Well, of course,” she told him, patting the space on the blanket next to where she sat.  “What else?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Grange sighed, as he scooted into the spot.  He laid back, and let Ariana lift his right arm, to start massaging it.  Her fingers dug deeply into the muscles of his forearm, finding the tender spots that made him wince.
 
   “Is this supposed to help?” he asked.
 
   “Stop being a baby,” she said heartlessly.  “Just wait.”
 
   Minutes later, his arm did start to feel better, as she massaged his muscles into contentment, easing the pain he felt, then she moved up to his upper arm, her work climbing above his elbow to dig into the larger muscles there, repeating the process of loosening, then relaxing the flesh.  Her fingers slowly climbed up to his shoulder, then his neck and his back and chest in part, and he began to feel so relaxed that he closed his eyes and began to breathe deeply.
 
   “Don’t you think you’re going to sleep on me now,” she growled suddenly, making his eyes pop open.
 
   “It’s your turn,” she explained, rolling over so that her back faced him.  “I want you to massage my shoulders and back,” she explained.
 
   “Like this?” Grange asked tentatively, as his fingers began to idly circle the fabric on her back.
 
   “Put some effort into it,” she directed.  “Make the muscles move around and untighten.  All that reaching up into the trees really got to me!” There was a note of emotion that made her sound softer, more reasonably vulnerable than she had seemed since her arrival in the wagon the night before.  It made Grange feel more sympathetic towards her, and he tried to improve his technique.
 
   “Ah, there, that’s good,” she encouraged him.  “Keep going,” her voice sounded relaxed, and Grange began to massage in earnest, determined to make her appreciate his ability to do something for her.
 
   “Mmm,” she moaned ten minutes later, as Grange’s fingers were on the verge of cramping up from his constant kneading and massaging.
 
   “That’s all for tonight,” Grange said, giving her shoulder a tentative pat as he finished his massage.  Carefully, he snuggled against her, placed one hand under his head, and let the other arm gently wrap around her waist, loosely holding her in an embrace as they both fell asleep after a long day of work.
 
   The next day the group of pickers finished the remainder of the orchards in the area in record time, and Thrall allowed his crew to have part of the afternoon off before the migrants started another overnight journey to their next work place.
 
   “Do you want to go swimming with the girls at the local spring?” Connan asked Grange.
 
   “We’ve got other things to do,” Ariana spoke up, then she and Grange proceeded to spend three hours in more intense sword training, until Grange’s arm felt ready to fall off once again.
 
   They boarded the wagon that was assigned to them to drive once again.  Garrel rode in the wagon ahead, with Deana and Clarine and her father, then the small cavalcade rode down the hill to a chorus of farewells from the orchard owners, their families and neighbors.
 
   “What was it like, growing up in the city?” Ariana asked Grange, as they rode north through the early evening.  The countryside was a mixture of forests and scattered fields and pasture, evidence that settlers lived peacefully in the lands with the gently rolling hills.  The climate remained mild, something between late summer and early autumn, as they headed slowly north towards the tropics, and slowly descended in elevation.
 
   “There were always people around and there were always buildings, and always someone telling me what to do,” Grange described his life in Fortune.
 
   “What was it like growing up in a village in the countryside?” he asked her.  “What were your parents like?”
 
   “My parents were,” she paused in her answer, “distant.
 
   “I liked where I grew up.  We had a sense of purpose.  We knew what we were supposed to do,” she was thoughtful as she answered.  “My sisters and I always made plans on how we would do things together, even though we squabbled sometimes over the little things.”
 
   “Why did you leave then, if things were so good?” Grange asked.  “I’m glad you’re with me, but why leave a good thing.”
 
   “It is time,” Ariana answered simply.  “The time comes when we have to grow up and go out to live our lives, and that time had come for me.  Don’t I look grown up enough to you?” she asked.
 
   Grange stared for a second at her.  “You almost look like a woman, not a girl,” he told her.  “But it takes more than just a body to stay alive,” he added.  “You seem to be,” he paused as he groped for the right word, “tougher than I’d expect a country girl to be.  You’ve got a lot of discipline.”
 
   “That’s insightful,” she told him with a serious smile.  “There may be more under that ragamuffin exterior than I realized.”  After that exchange, they rode in silence, until the three wagons stopped for dinner at a clearing where the road forded a small brook.  Afterwards, they traveled through the night, and arrived at their next destination before dawn the following morning, allowing the party to sleep for a couple of hours before sunrise – except for Ariana and Grange, who walked away to practice sword work once again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   The next month was a blur of activity for the two labor camp refugees, as it turned into a long, daily routine that Grange became comfortable with – frequent moves between villages and harvests, music-making for the dances at least once in every village they stopped in, and grueling hours of practice devoted to learning the use of the sword with Ariana.
 
   Time after time, Grange received comments on his appearance, the paleness of his skin and his light hair, so foreign to the people who lived in the northern land, and whose complexions seemed to Grange to gradually grow ever darker as the harvesting crew moved north.
 
   Grange felt satisfied with letting Ariana virtually run his life for him.  There was some inexplicable air about her that gave her mastery over him.  She was relatively kind, and seemed to have a growing sense of affection for him as they traveled and talked, but she never displayed any remote inclination to accept him as her lover, despite what all the other travelers in their group thought – and Grange never felt compelled to try anything after their first night together.
 
   He had tried to talk to the jewels, on numerous occasions, without any response.  He covertly raised his sleeves to look at them frequently, and always found that four of them were present.  But there was no word or thought or concept that they shared with him.  He worried about the jewels; were they mad at him, he wondered.  Or was there simply no reason for them to converse with him.  That seemed unlikely, given the dire warnings they had given him, but they remained silent nonetheless.
 
   “So what do you think?” Grange asked Garrel one morning as they were awaiting the start of the harvest in that day’s orchard.  They’d been with the harvesting crew for three weeks at that point, and the routine felt like the way life operated for Grange.
 
   “It’s good enough for you, I suppose,” Garrel opined.  “You’ve got Ariana, and who wouldn’t be happy with a girl like that?”
 
   “You and Deana seem pretty close,” Grange observed in a neutral tone.
 
   “You think so?  You’ve noticed?  Do you think she likes me?” Garrel asked immediately.
 
   “Based on the fact that you two always dance nine dances out of ten together, and since you pick apples next to each other nine trees out of ten, I think there’s something there,” Grange assured his friend.
 
   “Yeah, she’s a pretty special girl.  Since she’s been along, I haven’t really even minded the fact that we’re out here in the middle of nowhere.  How long have we been picking apples anyway, a few days?” he asked, having lost track of time while enjoying Deana’s company.
 
   “Maybe a little more than that,” Grange responded with understatement.  “But we’re supposed to reach the last orchard next week, and then the apple pickers are going back to their village, High Meadow.  What are we going to do?” he asked.
 
   “We ought to ask the girls what they want to do,” Garrel said.  “Of course, you and I could find new girls when we get to the city, for that matter,” he said with bravado.
 
   “I’m not looking to meet a new girl right now,” Grange answered slowly.
 
   “It’s like that, is it?” Garrel asked, watching his friend with interest.
 
   “It is and it isn’t,” Grange replied.  “But I won’t mind seeing a city again, even a strange city, a foreign one.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.  Cities are all the same,” Garrel said.
 
   There was a silent pause, then he spoke further.  “Do you think we should plan to pick pockets again?”
 
   “I’d like to try something else,” Grange answered.  “I thought I’d see if my music could keep me warm and fed.”
 
   “You’ve learned enough songs on this trip, you could play all night for a week and not repeat a song!” Garrel grinned.  “But I don’t know where that leaves me,” he added as his grin faded.
 
   “Let’s see what happens,” Grange counseled.  It was all he could say.  He hadn’t talked to Ariana, and he feared that when he did, the girl was going to announce that she had plans of her own in the big city, plans that wouldn’t include him.  And so he stayed silent and waited with increasing tension for the time when they finished picking apples and went on to the city of Palmland, the port at the mouth of the Stony Current River, and the capitol of the nation of Palmland, whose ill-defined border they had crossed by picking apples.
 
   “You’re getting better, Grange,” Ariana told him the next afternoon as they finished their practice bout in the orchard.  Grange’s arm no longer ached all night long after practices, and he had grown confident in his ability to make the elementary motions needed to fight with a sword.  Every time he began to think he was making such progress as to match Ariana in any way though, she would launch a two minute drill that would leave him marked with bruises from the many pokes and slaps that she landed using her wooden stick substitute sword, and he’d often find his metal sword knocked completely out of his hand by her fierce assault.  Each such exchange made him first feel that there was no hope of him every attaining proficiency, and then resolving to work even harder at learning the art of weaponry.
 
   The day after Grange and Garrel’s discussion about their future, the caravan of wagons came within sight of the Stony Current River itself, not far above its end, where it emptied its cold, mountain-bred waters into the warm northern sea.  The river waters looked blue and inviting as seen from the road that came to travel parallel to the river.
 
   It was early in the morning, and the trio of wagons stopped at an orchard planted atop the low hills that rose from the edge of the river’s flood plain.
 
   “This is our next to last orchard, gentlemen,” Thrall announced.  “And ladies,” he added awkwardly a moment later, as he noticed Clarine and Deana and Ariana.
 
   “We’ll be here for two days, then make one more stop before we turn around and return to High Meadows.  We’ll buy the supplies and goods the village needs to get through the winter, and we’ll have a little spending money besides.
 
   “You’ve all been the best harvesting crew I’ve ever brought down through the orchards, and the farmers are pleased with the work you’ve done.  We’re already contracted to visit all the same sites again next fall,” he told them with a pleased expression.  “So everyone get out there now and get to work, and come back in for lunch.”
 
   They needed no further instruction, after the dozen-plus orchards they had experienced picking already, and they quickly spread out, Ariana and Grange working as a team on the rows of trees farthest from the wagon.
 
   “It should be the end of autumn.  We should be cold,” Grange complained to his companion.  “Instead we’re sweating.”
 
   “I’d rather be warm than cold,” Ariana said.  “Being cold for a long time is not pleasant at all, believe me.  We can always cool off from the heat by slowing down if we need to.”
 
   Grange shrugged his acceptance of her opinion, though he still thought that the warmth was wrong for the season.  He’d listened to explanations about geography and the tropics, which northern Palmland teetered into, and understood that there was some logic at work, but it felt wrong nonetheless.
 
   The next evening they left the orchards and rode all night long, on the road near the river, to reach the last set of trees they would pick.  The boys in the group were reflective at the end of the day, as they started eating their dinner.
 
   “You’ll play some lively tunes for us tonight, won’t you Grange?” Clarine asked him as he sat with Ariana.
 
   “I play lively tunes every time I play,” he protested.  “Nothing but lively tunes.  That’s all that the dancers want.”
 
   “If you ever danced with us, you’d understand,” Clarine said breezily.
 
   “No one would play the music if I danced,” he protested, as Ariana looked on with a slightly amused expression.
 
   Clarine sought to shift the conversation from the logical dead-end she had trapped herself in.  “Ariana, you’ve seemed so different during this trip.  I never knew you could handle a sword, and you’re so much more bossy.”
 
   “I’ve felt different on this trip; I feel comfortable saying what I really feel,” Ariana answered.  “Especially since I’ve met Grange.  He’s very special, the most important person in the whole world.”  She placed her hand on Grange’s leg affectionately, to emphasize her point.
 
   “As a matter of fact, if Grange wants to go back to our village, I’ll go with him, even though I really want us to go to Palmland city to live together.”
 
   “Ariana!” Clarine exclaimed, as Grange’s heart began to flutter.
 
   “Do you want to live in the city with me Grange?” Ariana asked.
 
   “More than anything in the world,” he swore solemnly.
 
   “There you have it,” Ariana said.
 
   “Deana!  Did you hear this?” Clarine called out across the group.  “Ariana and Grange are going to go live in the city together!”
 
   The boys and girls sitting around the fire began to buzz with commentary.
 
   “Deana,” Garrel suddenly spoke to the girl beside him, “I’d like to go live in the city too.”
 
   “I’ve never been to a city before,” Deana answered cautiously without looking at him.  She turned to stare into his eyes.  “What’s it like?”
 
   “It’s exciting, with all the people around and the things to see and do.  They have dances going on in the city every night!” he exclaimed.
 
   “We’ve had dances almost every night while we’ve been picking apples,” she replied.
 
   “But do you have dances every night back in your village, in High Meadow?” he asked pointedly.
 
   “No,” she agreed, “we won’t have another dance back there until the spring festival.”
 
   “Are you asking me to come with you to the city?” she asked after a moment’s pause.
 
   “Yes,” Garrel replied.  “Deana, come to the city, stay with us.  You’ll like it; if you don’t, I’ll escort you back to High Meadows in the spring.”
 
   “Deana, don’t tell me you’re considering that proposal!” Clarine exclaimed within a split second.
 
   “I want to think about it,” her friend exclaimed.  “And since it’s almost time to start dancing, I’ll think about it while we dance.
 
   “You’re going to play for us tonight, aren’t you Grange?” she asked pointedly.
 
   He smiled and took the hint, gently moving Ariana’s hand aside as he stood up and pulled his flute out of his back pocket.
 
   There was an immediate buzz as the harvesters informed the local girls about Grange’s musical skills, though the girls had heard about and been looking forward to the promise of dancing music all afternoon.  
 
   The whole group migrated from the dining spot to an opening in the orchard, where a number of lanterns were quickly hung from the surrounding trees, while Grange practiced his scales briefly, then began to play the first song of the night, a lively reel that the boys recognized immediately, lining themselves up, as they cajoled several of the local girls to line up across from them.  It brought several of the barely acquainted dancers together for several minutes, which was why Grange selected it to start the dance.
 
   Ariana sat next to him for the first three dances, until one of the harvesters invited her to dance, and she stepped out onto the dance floor to enjoy herself in the festive movements, then returned to Grange’s side, leaving him only occasionally for turns on the dance floor with others.
 
   When Grange grew exhausted, and several of the dancers slowly slipped away late that night, he announced the last song, then played a tender lullaby melody that he remembered from his youth in the orphanage, a slow song that several couples swayed to.
 
   Ariana sat patiently beside him as the departing dancers stopped to thank him for the music, then departed with the various lanterns, leaving her and him alone at last in the starlit orchard.
 
   “You and I have never danced, have we?” she asked him.
 
   “And this was the last dance of the harvest,” she added as he agreed.
 
   “Then dance with me, and we’ll make our own music,” she said softly.  “That was such a sweet song you played to finish the night.”  She surprised him by taking his hands in hers, and pulling the two of them together as she softly hummed the lullaby tune.  They circled slowly in the darkness for two repetitions of the sweet tune, then clung to one another, standing still in the silence, when Ariana stopped humming.
 
   “I love you,” Grange whispered to the girl at last, enchanted by the gesture on her part, and still intoxicated by her declaration of her wish for the two of them to live together in Palmland city.
 
   “Oh Grange, you have such a good heart under that adolescent exterior.  If you had been brought up differently, there’s no telling what you’d be like,” she squeezed him.  “But you wouldn’t be who you are now, and you’re the person I’ve pinned my hopes on,” she sounded strangely serious to Grange.
 
   “And I love you too,” she added, just a second before he would have given up hope of hearing her say the words, words that thrilled him.
 
   “Let’s go get a good night’s sleep before we spend our last day in the orchards,” she suggested, and she led him to the wagon, where they quickly fell asleep, holding hands.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The next day was the end of harvesting.  When the boys and their female companions entered the cider barn for the lunch break, they knew there were only a few trees short of being finished for the day, and for the season.  Despite the presence of the local girls, the boys were mostly quiet, pensive, satisfied, and a bit saddened by the thought that the long season of earning money by picking fruit had ended.  For most of the boys, the apple harvest was the most exciting event of their lives – they knew, from having listened to their fathers and grandfathers tell and retell stories over the years about girls, and storms, and broken ladders, and girls.
 
   Even Grange felt contemplative, though he was not ending his adventure, but only moving on to the next one, and even though the harvest had not been his biggest adventure, only one in a series that had overtaken his young life in recent months.  He realized that chancing upon the harvest gang was the best possible event that could have happened to Garrel and him, as they had stumbled through the mountains in their escape from the tunnel labor camp.   They had been fed and transported in the direction they wanted to travel, they had been given work and direction when they would have otherwise drifted without a rudder, and they had been accepted in a companionship that allowed them to regain a sense of normalcy after being in the prison camp.
 
   “You’re thinking such heavy thoughts,” Ariana pierced his introspection, as she stood up.  “Let’s go finish the orchard, then move on.”
 
   They did help finish the orchard, in less than an hour, and they and the other harvesters ambled back to the wagons, where Thrall and Clarence, Clarine’s father were waiting.
 
   “Good work, all you rascals!” Thrall called out.  “Everyone in the wagon.  We’ll start back north now, and buy supplies at the village markets along the way.
 
   “Grange and Garrel, you come up front and see me,” he added.  The two boys separated from the other harvesters, shaking hands and saying farewells to their crewmates from the past month, working slowly through a line of well-wishers that took several minutes before they finally reached Thrall and Morris.
 
   “So I understand you two still plan to go on to the city, is that correct?  There’s no reason to think you’ll come back to our village with us?  We’d be happy to have a couple of fellows that work as well as you do, and stay out of trouble,” he complimented them sincerely.
 
   “We’re bound to go on our way,” Garrel spoke for them both.
 
   “Then I want to pay you your portion of what we’ve earned this past month.  I’ve taken a bit out for incidentals, but this is a fair share, if you ask me, and I do think it is,” he held out his two large hands with closed fists, then released streams of silver and brass coins into the open hands of the two boys.
 
   “Most of our money will go to buying goods for the village; wax and glass and metal and paper and dried meat and such supplies as we can’t make for ourselves, especially that we’ll need over the winter.  Each of the boys will get a few coins as well, of course, for their own spending,” he added.
 
   “Clarence and Clarine and the girls will drive their wagons on towards the city to sell their produce, and I’m sure you’ll be welcome to ride with them for another day, or maybe not, depending on what old Clarence thinks about your carryings-on with the village girls.  You go on up there and talk to him, and always know that if you’re in the mountains, High Meadow will be happy to offer you our hospitality,” Thrall finished, dismissing them to begin the next chapter of their lives.
 
   “There’s one thing I want to tell you,” Grange said impetuously.
 
   Thrall looked at him expectantly.
 
   “We were in the mountains with people from Fortune, the capital of the kingdom of Verdant,” he said.  
 
   “I’ve heard of it,” Thrall allowed.
 
   “”Verdant is trying to build a canal over the mountains, to carry boats and shipping from the Great River to the Stony Current River,” Grange motioned to the water on their left.  “Someday they may come by your village, for all I know,” he warned.
 
   “Boats in the mountains?” Thrall asked dismissively.
 
   “They’re working hard at it,” Grange warned insistently.  “Just watch out.  They aren’t good people, if they ever come around.”  He wondered about the practicality of the scheme, after seeing the limited size of the Stony Current, and he wondered if anyone from Verdant had ever been across the mountains to see the river before they had planned and invested and labored so much.
 
   “I’ll keep it in mind,” Thrall said dismissively.  “Now you boys get on with your lives and be careful.”
 
   The boys nodded their heads in thanks, then began to walk forward.  They heard Thrall rattle his reins, and the wagon wheels began to creak, as the mountain harvesters began their departure.  In that moment, Grange was sure he heard the sound of a door closing on a chapter of his life.
 
   “Sir Clarence,” Garrel spoke up when they reached the two wagons that remained in the afternoon sunlight.  “May we ride with you towards Palmland city?”
 
   “You two are set on seeing the city, are you?” Clarence asked.
 
   “Yes sir,” they both said respectfully.
 
   “I’m going another day downstream, and stopping at Greens Market.  Then I’m turning around and heading home.  Clarine’s coming with me, there’s no doubt about that, is there?” he asked intently.
 
   “No sir,” they both immediately agreed.
 
   “As long as we understand that, you can drive my second wagon,” Clarence told them.  “Get in and shake those reins.  We’ll see if we can reach Greens Market in time for the morning trading exchange.”
 
   “I’ll ride with Grange,” Ariana quickly said, from where she sat in the back of the wagon.
 
   “I’ll join Ariana,” Deana immediately followed suit, slipping down from her place on the bench.
 
   “I’d like to talk with the girls, father,” even Clarine deserted her parent, joining the other young people on the way to the second wagon.
 
   “You’ll come back to me at sunset, won’t you?” her father spoke in a stern manner.
 
   “Of course, papa,” she smiled with dimples, then turned and fled back to where the others were climbing into their wagon.
 
   Clarence shook his head, worried about his daughter, then shook his reins and started the small trading band on its way north towards its final destination.
 
   “Deana, really?” Clarine asked as they all settled into spots on the wagon.  Ariana sat with her hip touching Grange’s, as he held the reins, while Deana and Garrel were sprawled beside one another among the apples in the back of the wagon, and Clarine sat on the tail board, her legs dangling down behind the rear of the wagon.
 
   “Really what?” Deana asked curiously.
 
   “You’re really going to live in the city?  Live in Palmland?” Clarine clarified.
 
   “I think we really are,” she reached over and squeezed Garrel’s hand.  “Aren’t we?” she asked him.
 
   “We are.  We’ll see street performers, and go to dances, watch the crowds in the market – everyday,” he forecast.
 
   “It’ll be exciting,” Deana forecast.  “Just think of me when you’re back in High Meadow this winter with the snow up to the eaves!”
 
   They rode on through the afternoon, and stopped in the evening at a tavern in a large village, where Clarence bought bowls of stew for everyone, and a mug of dark ale for himself.  Clarine moved up to the front wagon, and then they rode through the night, under a sky that grew increasingly cloudy, blocking out the view of the stars and the half moon.
 
   Morning light arrived just as they arrived at their destination.  Greens Market was a large, open trading fair, without a village or city, just strings of tents and shacks lining the incoming roads that led to the hive of wagons and tables that sprawled over acres of land near several boat docks in the river.  Clarence led the two wagons through a maze of unmarked spaces to arrive in a region where produce and fruits were the most prominent items.  Along the way they had passed freshly caught fish, slabs of butchered, salted, and smoked meat, woven goods, leather items, and a variety of submarkets within Greens Market’s sprawling exchange.  The people were dressed in a host of colorful costumes, unlike anything the two boys from Fortune had ever seen.
 
   “Garrel, Grange, unload those crates of cider,” Clarence commanded, as he began to pile bags of apples in front of his wagon.
 
   The two boys and their companions lifted the heavy crates of cider jugs down from the bed of the wagon, while prospective buyers strolled by, covertly and overtly examining the wares.  Some carried bags; others pushed carts, while a few even had slaves and porters toting loads of items after them.
 
   “May I sample?” one man with a large cart asked Garrel as the crates were stacked.
 
   Garrel shouted over to Clarence at the other wagon, “are we giving samples?”
 
   “Open one jug,” Clarence shouted back.
 
   “How much for the cider?” the man asked after swilling a mouthful of the sample for a few seconds, bringing Clarence over to begin to dicker.
 
   The two boys stepped back and listened to the exchange, as the men bargained over quantities and costs, then settled on the sale of four cases of cider jugs, which the boys loaded on the cart as the men exchanged coins.
 
   As quickly as the first transaction occurred, more buyers stopped at the wagon, and began to ask for samples, prices, and quantities of apples.  Clarence was the only merchant present selling apples and cider, and as word spread about the availability of the first fruits of the fall, buyers approached quickly.  Grange and Garrel listened with astonishment as the prices being requested and offered climbed higher and higher.
 
   “I thought we were just picking apples all those days in the orchards,” Garrel said in wonder.  “I didn’t know they were golden apples.”
 
   Long before traffic in the market began to dwindle, Clarence was sold out of product, and even sold the wagon that Grange had driven to the market.
 
   “We need to buy our supplies to take back to our village,” Clarence said as he watched with satisfaction while the sold wagon rolled away.
 
   “Deana, you still plan to take a chance on these two?  Our village is an awfully good place to live, and your parents will be mighty disappointed if you don’t come home to see them,” Clarence addressed the wayward girl.
 
   “We’ll come see them in the spring, won’t we Garrel?” the girl looked at her companion.  “We can stay down here where it’s warm in the winter, then go back up in the mountains after the snows melt.
 
   “You’ll see us in the spring, I promise,” she said following Garrel’s nod of agreement.
 
   “We should be on our way,” Ariana said.  “We’ve got to get to the city and find a place to live.”
 
   “We’ll tell your parents that you’re staying here too,” Clarine told Ariana.
 
   “They’ll be surprised,” she gave an enigmatic smile.  “Tell them they’ll see me sooner rather than later,” she said.
 
   And that was the parting; without any further words, none of the sentimentality that had accompanied the departure from the apple-picking team of High Meadow boys, the foursome of young travelers departed, and began heading north through the market, on their way to Palmland.
 
   They cleared the last vestiges of Greens Market              and began strolling down the road towards Palmland city.  The road was paved with cobblestones, as though it were a city street, impressing Grange and Garrel, who were used to the stone-covered streets of Fortune, and astonishing the girls, who had never seen such treatment before.
 
   “Where do all the stones come from?” Deana asked.
 
   “Someone has to bring them,” Garrel explained.  “In Fortune, the Tyrant used slaves and prisoners to carry paving stones to repair the roads.”
 
   They reached a small city, one that spread between the road and the river, with many of its houses and buildings raised on stilts, above the level of the river’s floods.  They bought sausages from a vendor, then sat in the shade beneath one of the houses as they ate the spicy meat.  They bought a bottle of sweet wine to drink as they walked along the road, to quench the heat from the sausage, and they speculated about the city they were going to, a place none of them had ever seen before.
 
   Grange had drunk wine before, on occasion, in Fortune, but it had been watered down.  The contents of this bottle were full strength, and he felt giddy as he drank the liquid and walked along.
 
   The paved road grew busier, and the buildings along the road, stables and homes, taverns and shops and forges and smithies, grew more common, closer together.
 
   “Are we in the city yet?” Deana asked as they walked together on the crowded street.
 
   “Not until we pass through the city walls, officially,” Ariana answered.
 
   “How would you know that?” Deana asked.  “You’ve never been here before either.”
 
   “Her answer makes sense,” Grange spoke up in defense of Ariana.
 
   “And speaking of which, there the wall is!” Garrel added, pointing ahead, where a tall wall towered above the surrounding buildings, visible through every opening between buildings as they walked closer and closer.
 
   Five minutes later they arrived at a gate in the wall, the official entry to the city.  Guards were posted at the gate, observing everyone who passed through the passage in the wall.  The guards randomly stopped and questioned some of the pedestrians, but the four visitors from the apple orchards had no problems as they passed through unhindered.
 
   “We did it!” Garrel said triumphantly, as soon as the friends emerged into the city, standing in a small plaza adjacent to the city wall, with shops and homes stacked four stories high all around.  “We made it all the way here!”
 
   “What do we do now?” Deana asked.
 
   “I suggest we find a place to spend the night,” Ariana advised practically.
 
   “Let’s go see the harbor,” Grange proposed.  “And we can look for a place to stay on the way – maybe an inn for tonight, or maybe an apartment.”
 
   “Why do you want to see the harbor?” Deana asked.
 
   “I’ve never seen one before,” he answered simply.  “I want to see what that much water together all at once looks like.”  It was an impetuous request, but he still felt the effects of the strong wine swirling around in his brain, easing his self-control and restraint slightly.
 
   “Which way to the harbor?” Ariana automatically asked a passerby.
 
   It’s to your left,” the man said, without stopping as he walked on.
 
   “Let’s go to the harbor, and if we see a place to live on the way, we can look into it,” Ariana repeated Grange’s proposal.
 
   The group found a narrow street that went towards the harbor.  It twisted and bent around corners, before it released them in another city square.  They followed another street from there, saw mostly shops, and no signs of empty or available residences.  As that street turned, Grange came to the realization that he no longer could tell which way led to the harbor, and he extended his arms to stop his companions.
 
   “Which way is the harbor?” he asked them all.
 
   “That way,” Ariana said calmly, pointing straight ahead.
 
   “No, this way,” Deana insisted.
 
   “I, thought it was that way,” Garrel pointed in the opposite direction.
 
   “Let’s ask again,” Grange suggested.  He maneuvered through the light foot traffic to reach a store front, where a grandmotherly woman sat on a stool next to a display of swatches of cloth.
 
   “Are you looking for a dress for your pretty young bride?” the woman asked with a smile.  “I’ll sew a dress from any of these fabrics – have it ready for you in less than three days!”
 
   Grange grinned at the offer, so reminiscent of the street vendor bargaining he had remembered hearing in Fortune.
 
   “If you had a place for us to live, I’d take that,” he replied with a smile, as the others huddled around behind him.
 
   “My top floor apartment is open.  If you buy a dress, I’ll let you rent the space – one month’s deposit, and the first month paid in advance,” the woman proposed, not blinking an eye.
 
   “I think she’d look pretty in this blue, don’t you?” the woman lifted a light blue swath of fabric and draped it over Ariana’s shoulder.  “See how it brings out the color in her eyes?” the woman asked.
 
   “I always notice those pretty blue eyes,” Grange blurted out, the wine still swirling through his thoughts.
 
   “Thank you Grange!” Ariana blushed slightly, her usual composure perhaps also compromised by the effects of the wine.
 
   He heard a slight hum, and turned again to look at her.  “Did you say something?” he asked.
 
   “No, nothing,” she replied.
 
   “You’re such a nice couple, and so are your friends,” the shopkeeper complimented them.
 
   “May we see the apartment?” Garrel asked, as the happenstance encounter became a housing opportunity.
 
   “Certainly,” the shopkeeper agreed.  She called a girl from inside the shop to come to watch the front of the store, then she fetched a set of keys, and slowly led them up a narrow set of stairs, her progress slowing considerably as they passed the third floor.
 
   “Spirits in the sky, that’s a long walk for these old legs.   You young folks don’t mind at all, I’m sure,” she said as she fitted the key into the lock, and opened the door to the apartment.
 
   “It’s even furnished,” she added in a cheery tone as the four visitors entered the apartment.
 
   It was furnished in a minimal way.  There was a table and three chairs in the room they entered.  Two other rooms had a bed each, and the back room had a row of large windows that looked upon a tiny courtyard below, with light gray curtains pulled open.  There was little else.
 
   “How much would you charge for this apartment for a week?” Grange asked.
 
   “I won’t rent it to you for less than a month,” she stated matter-of-factly.  “And I’ll have to see your marriage certificate; it’s a local rental law that people under twenty five have to be married to live together.  Just one couple has to be married,” she added helpfully.
 
   Grange and Garrel looked at one another, stunned.
 
   “If none of us are married, we can’t have this apartment?” Garrel asked.
 
   “That’s right.  Though, as you know, there’s a temple down the street where the priestess performs weddings,” the prospective landlord said helpfully.
 
   “I’ll make the rent ten brass florins a month,” she threw a number into the air, apparently warming to the idea of having paying tenants in the space.
 
   “It’s a nice space,” Deana said.
 
   “We should go back downstairs and talk about it,” Ariana seemed unwilling to make the commitment to the rooms.
 
   “Yes, let’s go downstairs,” Grange agreed with her.
 
   “We’ll be back in a little while,” Ariana told the dress shop owner, who looked disappointed by their departure.
 
   “Will we really go back in a little while?” Grange asked the girl when they were out of the building and standing back in front of the shop.
 
   “Of course.  You want to buy that blue dress for me, remember?” she gave him a warm and engaging smile that was different from her usual friendly mien, making his heart pound faster.
 
   No, that’s impermissible, someone said behind him, but he ignored the comment.
 
   Garrel and Deana were holding a low, intense conversation of their own.
 
   “We’d go back to the village in the spring for the real ceremony?” Deana was asking.  “This would just be for the sake of the apartment?”
 
   “Exactly,” Garrel confirmed.
 
   “We’ll go to the temple and get married,” he turned and announced to his friends.
 
   “Really?” Grange asked in astonishment.  “Really, truly married?”
 
   “Not so truly,” Deana answered.  “We’ll go back to High Meadow for the real ceremony in the spring, so my parents can see.”
 
   “The temple’s down that way?” Garrel tried to recollect the direction the land lady had indicated, and the group lurch forward, his fingers and Deana’s tightly intertwined as they walked hand-in-hand.
 
   Only half a block brought them in sight of an imposing structure, one that Grange was convinced was a temple.
 
   “We’d like to get married,” Garrel told the first man he saw in the lobby.
 
   “Go tell the priestess,” said the man, who turned out to be another visitor, uninterested in being helpful.
 
   A woman in a long white gown, with a veil over her hair was passing nearby, and Grange stepped over to intercept her.
 
   “May my friends get married here?” he asked the priestess, motioning towards Garrel and Deana, behind him.
 
   “They’re very young, but so are you,” the lady said, stopping to survey the group.  “Do you have your parents’ permission?”
 
   “We’re very far away from our parents,” Garrel answered, stepping closer to the priestess.
 
   “Have you been in counseling with any particular priestess regarding the duties and responsibilities of marriage?” she asked, as she motioned for Deana to step closer.
 
   “We just got to town.  We haven’t talked to anyone,” Garrel answered.
 
   “And you want to be married soon?” the woman asked, as her eyes shifted from one to the other.
 
   “Today?” Deana asked in a small voice.
 
   “Really?  Today?  Is there reason for this rush?” the woman asked intently.
 
   “We, um, are in love.  We’ve come a long way from the mountains, and we’re ready,” Garrel answered carefully, realizing that there wasn’t going to necessarily be a simple walk into a marriage ceremony.
 
   “Come with me, all of you,” the priestess said.  She motioned for them all, as she turned and strolled through a curtained doorway.
 
   On the other side of the curtain was a dim hallway, and the group strolled single file for twenty feet, until she knocked on a door, then opened it following a muffled response from the inside.
 
   Their guide motioned for the four visitors to enter the room, which surprised Grange by being a bright and open office, one with light that streamed in through long, narrow windows up near the ceiling – light that reflected off the many white surfaces in the room, maintaining a highly visible environment in the room.
 
   “Mother Brooke, these pilgrims have come to our temple seeking to be united in holy matrimony,” their guide reported to a woman who sat behind a desk.  The woman was older, more than old enough to be the parent of any of the four travelers, and her short hair was flecked with gray among its wiry black strands.
 
   “Which ones, Zena?  The pale one from Southgar?” she asked, with a glance at Grange.
 
   “No, not him, or perhaps him too, though he hasn’t said so,” Zena replied.  She paused to unclasp the ribbon under her chin, and pulled her head scarf off, letting her hair unfold down the back of her neck.
 
   “It’s specifically these two,” the priestess placed hands on the shoulders of Deana and Garrel.
 
   “And what about you and your inamorata, son of Southgar?” the woman at the desk asked, as her eyes flicked to Ariana.  “Do you seek to be married as well?”
 
   No, no, no! Grange heard the jewels speak clearly, emphatically in his consciousness, and his eyes widened in astonishment.
 
   Ariana reached over suddenly and grasped his hand, squeezing it tightly.
 
   “No, my lady, Grange and I do not seek to be married at this moment,” she answered.
 
   “What we’ll have will be much deeper,” she said it with a smile, as though she were joking, but there was an intensity in her eyes that unsettled Grange.  “You’ll understand soon enough,” she told him as she turned to look at him.
 
   The others in the room looked at her strangely, unsettled by her unusual answer.  Grange stared at her vacantly, concerned not just by her answer, but by the vehement arousal of the jewels, speaking to him for the first time since the battle with the demon in the forest, at the very beginning of the apple-harvesting adventure.
 
   “Why don’t I take the two of you out into the temple, while Mother Brooke talks with your two friends?” Zena suggested.  She pushed the door to the office open, and led Grange and Ariana out of the room, as Garrel and Deana watched them go.  Grange caught a glance of Garrel’s face, and thought his friend look trapped.
 
   He grinned as he followed Zena along the hall, while the woman used both hands to restore her head scarf to its position on her head, her hair pushed up beneath it.
 
   She swung to the right, and led them into a vast open space, a dim sanctuary with multiple statutes of women positioned along the walls.  Some of the statutes were inspiring female figures, hands raised in benediction or triumph, while other, smaller statutes showed women doing household chores – cooking food, rocking babies, churning butter.
 
   “Whose temple is this, anyway?” Grange heard the question escape his lips.   He had begun to wonder what deity they were calling upon, but he thought it was rude to admit that the group of travelers had entered a temple without knowing or caring which god or goddess was worshipped there.
 
   Zena apparently shared his opinion, as she turned and stared at him incredulously.  “You don’t know which god’s temple you walked into?” she asked in a chilly voice.
 
   “That’s not what he meant,” Ariana immediately answered.  “Of course he knows this is the temple of the good goddess Miriam.
 
   “You just meant to ask who the prominent worshippers are who attend this temple, didn’t you?” Ariana provided an excuse for his ignorance.  “Since we’re new in the city, we don’t know.”
 
   “Ah,” Zena relaxed.  “I misunderstood,” she said.  “We have several prominent noble families that attend here to present offerings to Miriam, although I doubt you’d recognize their names. Duchess Chatham, the Countess Arch, the Lord Cobble,” she rattled through the names, as Ariana shook her head negatively.
 
   “Thank you for telling us,” Grange said.  “I was just curious.”
 
   “I’ll leave you here for a little while, if you don’t mind,” Zena said.  “I have an errand to perform.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”  She walked away without awaiting a response, leaving Grange and Ariana standing in the back of the dim space.
 
   Grange was relieved.  He wanted some quiet time to speak to the jewels, to find out why they had protested the notion of his marriage to Ariana, and he wanted to know why they had been so quiet for so long.
 
   “Let’s sit down and rest,” he suggested, looking at a set of benches that were empty, offering a perfect quiet spot to query the jewels.
 
   “We don’t have time,” Ariana said.  She grabbed his hand and forcefully pulled him after herself as she broke into a determined gait, walking rapidly towards an alcove with a statute of a woman comforting two small children who were clinging to her skirts.
 
   “Where are we going?” Grange asked, taken aback by the sudden activity.
 
   “There’s something we have to do,” she didn’t explain, as they entered the alcove alone, with no worshippers present.
 
   “Let me see your hand,” Ariana demanded as she released her hold on him.  She was pulling her sword out from within her skirts, where she had hidden it so artfully that Grange hadn’t even been aware that she had it with her.
 
   As her right hand held the sword, her left hand grabbed his right hand, opened the palm face up, and then she shocked him by lightly slicing the blade across his exposed palm, causing his blood to well forth.
 
   “Ow!” he shouted.  “You did that on purpose!  What are you doing?”
 
   She released his hand, then calmly sliced her own palm as well.
 
   “Give me,” she held her bloody hand out, shaking it in a demand for his matching hand.
 
   “What?  No! Why?” Grange was nothing but shocked monosyllables.
 
   Ariana was moving with determined urgency.  She reached over and grasped his hand with a rock-hard grip, then placed the sword in their blood-slickened hands.
 
   “Hear us, Miriam, goddess of peace and tranquility, protector of the home and the innocents within.  The time is coming,” Ariana spoke in a deep voice, and the jewels began to murmur and hum within Grange’s soul.
 
   “We beseech you to consecrate this weapon, doused in our blood, to help fight the forces of darkness that are coming.  The battle will begin, and we need weapons with the sacred blessings.  Please Miriam, provide your touch to allow us to overcome the darkness,” Ariana spoke with a stilted formality that held a compelling power of its own.
 
   Her hand raised his and sword, pointing them towards the statute.
 
   “Ariana, what are you doing?” Grange felt confused and disturbed by the inexplicable behavior of the girl he had been constant companion to for a month.  He thought he knew and understood her, but her action was completely incomprehensible.
 
   Then, to his astonishment, the statute’s chest began to glow, a bright red color shining forth directly over the location of a living woman’s breast.
 
   “Touch the blade to my heart,” the statue spoke to them, its cast bronze feature mobile and alive as its lips moved.
 
   Grange felt a moment of faintness, disbelief at what he was seeing, but Ariana’s grip on his hand and the sword pulled him forward.  The tip of the blade approached the statue, coming within inches of the surface, when a spark jumped through the air, an arcing, sizzling transfer of energy that made the entire sword glow.  The bright power coursed down the sword to the handle, then ran up Grange’s arm and struck the four stones there, making them all come alive with energy.  The stones began to sing a harmonic chorus, and as she heard them, Ariana raised her voice as well, blending in with the jewels flawlessly.
 
   At the same time she pressed the sword closer to the statue, narrowing the gap and reducing the power arc, until the sword tip touched the actual statue on the breast – metal on metal.  The sword gave one great pulsing glow, then the power receded, and the song of the jewels ceased.  Ariana pulled the sword slowly away from the statue, and held it directly in front of the faces of the two of them.
 
   “We have sent one of our own to live on the land now, among the mortals, because we can see that the next turn of the calendar is coming.  We must have a suitable human to join and lead the battle,” a deep, melodic voice issued from the bronze lips of Miriam.
 
   “You have chosen this one to fight the battles?” the statue asked.
 
   “He can do it.  He has the potential.  He was born at the right time, and his heart is good,” Ariana said defensively.  “The Spirit tapped him, and I agree.”
 
   “So much depends on your judgment,” the statue asserted.
 
   “Rely on your friends and allies, boy,” the statue turned and spoke to him.  “Being a champion will bring many challenges, and much pain.  There will be despair and fear and confusion.  You have very much to learn.
 
   “My young friend, there will be the reward of a good heart, and though few will know of your victories, if you achieve them, the whole world will share in the good fortune.  And you will find warmth where the world thinks there is only a heart of coldness.
 
   “But,” the statue turned even more somber, “the path to success will be narrow, difficult, and hard to predict.  Do not take up this challenge if you do not believe you can carry it out to the end.”
 
   The metal figure returned to its original position.  Ariana lowered the sword, which ceased to glow, as did the statue.
 
   “Oh gods,” Grange said weakly.  “What was that?  Who are you Ariana?”
 
   The girl stared at him intently, then blinked her eyes rapidly, as her head momentarily twitched.
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “My father’s sword!” she exclaimed, raising the weapon, both their hands still holding it.  “What is it doing out?  Why are we holding it?”
 
   “We just, you know,” Grange sputtered.  “We just consecrated it.  The goddess’s statue came to life and put energy into it.  Look at how its blade turned blue!” he exclaimed.
 
   “It is blue,” she agreed, twisting the sword slowly to look at it from all sides.  Grange reluctantly released his grip on the sword handle, and Ariana carefully slid it back into her waistband, inside her skirt.  “How did it happen?  I don’t remember anything from the time we came into the sanctuary,” she said.
 
   “You made us come over here, then you cut our hands,” Grange held his palm out to expose the bloody slice, only to stare in wonder as his palm appeared whole and uncut.
 
   “What kind of cuts?” Ariana asked. 
 
   Grange grabbed her hand and pried the fingers open, then looked at the undamaged skin of her palm.
 
   “They were cut and bloody,” he said slowly.  “Then the statue came alive and the energy flowed and it spoke – you answered it.  The two of you were talking about me.”
 
   “I was talking to a statue, about you?  This statue?” she asked, unconvinced.
 
   “There you two are,” Zena, their priestess guide, came looking for them, interrupting the conversation.
 
   “Mother Brooke has agreed to perform the marriage ceremony for your friends.  I’ve been looking for you so we can take you to the ceremony.   Hurry along now,” she motioned to them to follow her as she turned and left the alcove, heading towards a doorway on the other side of the sanctuary.
 
   “Let’s go Grange.  We can talk about this later,” Ariana said.  She reached out and grabbed his hand, then hauled him after Zena, who was crossing the room at a great pace.
 
   “Later?” he uttered as he began to trot.  “There was a goddess just talking to you – about me!  We need to talk about that,” he insisted in a raised voice.
 
   “Apparently you were there.  You know what happened.  You figure it out, and quiet down,” Ariana said, shushing Grange as heads of the worshippers in the temple rose to look at them.
 
   Grange bit his lip and followed along in silence.
 
   The conversation with the statue was astonishing.  Did you hear all that?  Was that you, working through Ariana? He directed the questions inward towards the jewels.
 
   There was no answer, only silence in the part of his soul where the jewels conversed.
 
   Zena opened a door and went up a narrow flight of stairs, with Ariana and Grange close behind.  They climbed two long flights, then entered a hallway, walked quickly to a door and found themselves on a small deck, looking at the blue sky overhead, a small courtyard garden below, and the blue-gray waters of the harbor not far away.
 
   Mother Brooke stood with Deana and Garrel on either side of her, holding hands with each as they faced the doorway that Zena and her followers emerged from.
 
   Garrel’s face brightened with a smile of relief as he saw Grange arrive.  He appeared pale-faced, his usual tan complexion slightly gray as he stood in the opening moments of his wedding.
 
   “You two should go stand by your friends and hold their hands,” Zena instructed, placing a hand on Ariana’s back to gently prompt the new arrivals forward.
 
   “Now that we’re all gathered, let us begin,” Brooke said.
 
   “Miriam is the goddess of domestic tranquility.  She preserves peace and comfort in the home, and stands by, ready to help those who seek to make a house a place where a family can grow and live in comfort,” Brooke stated.
 
   “Now these two come to us today, ready to form a family, to take the first steps towards creating their own home where they can settle down and begin their lifetime journey together,” she continued.
 
   Grange stopped listening, as his mind wandered back to the supernatural conversation that had occurred in the temple alcove below.  The statue had called him a ‘champion’ and had warned of a difficult road ahead.  It had mentioned pain, and a cold heart awaiting him. There were few prospects in the forecast that pleased him.  He thought back to the last time the jewels had engaged in a lengthy conversation, just after the fight in the forest with the demon that had possessed Breeze.  The jewels had told him that he was a unique person, able to see the demons and the darkness.
 
   If he put the two events together, he found a frightening conclusion.  The goddess and the jewels thought that he was going to lead a battle against demons.
 
   That was unimaginable, he told himself.  He was a pickpocket who had just spent a month picking apples.
 
   “Grange, do you?” Garrel squeezed his hand, arousing him from his deep thoughts.
 
   Grange looked around, startled.
 
   “Do you pledge to support these two in their wedded bliss?” Mother Brooke asked.
 
   “I, yes, of course,” Grange hastily agreed, bobbing his head up and down to emphasize his support.
 
   “Then Medina acknowledges the covenant between these two, to forever be married, to forever help and trust and support one another as a family in a home,” the priestess intoned.  “Now and forever more.
 
   “Congratulations!” she smiled at them, pulling them together.  The newlyweds released their grips on Grange and Ariana, as they joined one another in a hug and a passionate kiss.
 
   “What about you two?” Zena asked.  “Have you been inspired by the prospect of your friends being married?  Would you like to be wed as well?”
 
   NO! the jewels shouted so loudly in Grange’s soul that he winced.
 
   “That seems definitive,” Zena said in a tone of disapproval, looking at Grange’s expression.  “Perhaps you shouldn’t be spending time with a boy who has so little disregard for you,” she told Ariana.
 
   “Perhaps our time together is coming to an end,” Ariana agreed.  “He seems different from the boy I first met.”
 
   “Let’s go celebrate,” Garrel suggested, oblivious to the contretemps taking place beside him.
 
   “Yes, let’s,” Deana agreed.  “Thank you Mother,” she turned to Brooke and bowed.  “I’ll come back to your temple to give thanks.”
 
   Zena opened the door from the deck to lead them all away.
 
   “That’s the harbor?” Grange asked, his eyes drawn one more time to the view of the body of water, more water than he had ever seen before.  There were ships in the harbor, he realized, moving slowly through the water, both inward and outward bound vessels.
 
   “We’ll go see the harbor soon enough,” Ariana told him, tugging on his sleeve.  “You come along now,” she said in a tone that implied she was still unhappy with his reaction to Zena’s wedding suggestion.
 
   The group went down the stairs, then left the temple and stood together in the street, Garrel holding the marriage certificate the priestess had given them.
 
   “Let’s go get the apartment settled,” Ariana suggested.
 
   “And then we can go out to dinner to celebrate!” Deana added.
 
   They walked the short distance back to the dress shop, where the grandmotherly landlord was once again sitting amidst her swatches of cloth.
 
   “You’ve come back!” she exclaimed in surprise.  “I don’t usually see folks come back, once they’ve walked away.”
 
   “Here’s our marriage certificate!” Deana snatched the paper from Garrel and showed it to the lady.  “We’d like the apartment.”
 
   “Gracious, I’ll be happy to have you.  That’ll be twenty florins for the first month and the deposit,” she stated in a matter-of-fact tone.
 
   Grange and Garrel dug into their collections of coins from apple picking wages, and quickly handed over the money.
 
   “Here’s the key,” the woman gave Garrel the object.  “The door’s unlocked.  Go on up and help yourselves; it’s all yours.”
 
   Deana squeezed Garrel in a tight hug.  “Let’s go up and see it before it gets dark,” she suggested, glancing at the fading sunlight.
 
   She led the way to the stair case, and up the steps to the apartment.
 
   The four looked around, and Deana led Garrel to select a room, while Grange and Ariana stood by the bank of windows in the back room, looking out at the sunset.
 
   “What happened at the temple?” Grange brought up the subject of the statue and the extraordinary events once again.
 
   Ariana turned to look at him.  She placed her hands on his cheeks, holding his face steady as she gazed at him with her deep blue eyes.  “Something that you’ll understand soon enough, my dear,” she told him.  “Now let this matter recede; we have practical things to think about.
 
   “You need to get a job playing music.  We’ll go out after dark and listen to the places where music is playing, so that you can see about working.  Then, tomorrow, we’ll start practicing your sword work.  Maybe, if you make enough money, we can pay to work in an armory somewhere in the city,” she explained to him.
 
   She released her hold on his face, and smiled at him.  “Come along.  Let’s go spoil the honeymooners’ fun and make them go out to dinner with us,” she directed him.  He looked at her blue eyes again, and felt compelled to obey.
 
   They found Deana and Garrel in their room, and forced the giggling couple to come out, then all of them walked down the flights of stairs to the street.   At a nearby street vendor they purchased simple meals of grilled meats and vegetables on skewers, then ate their food as they strolled around the city in the twilight dusk, until Deana and Garrel excused themselves.
 
   “We’d like to go back to the apartment,” Garrel said as the two of them stood holding hands.  The instantaneous transformation that had come over Garrel astonished Grange, as he observed the complete infatuation his friend had displayed for Deana since the wedding ceremony.
 
   “Maybe it’s a good thing you’re the way you are,” he said to Ariana, as he threw away his emptied skewer.  “You can’t make me feel in love.”
 
   “Can’t make you feel in love?” Ariana said with some heat in her voice.  “I can make you fall in love with me any time I want.  I just choose not to.
 
   “Hear that?” she changed the subject, as the sound of a band playing a dancing tune filtered through the air.  “Let’s go see what the prospects are for your future employment,” she directed him.
 
   “You could not just make me fall in love,” Grange continued the conversation as they strolled towards a festive square in the city, where candle-lit lanterns were hung in multitudes from strings above the tables and musicians and dancers that were crowded together.
 
   “I could make you fall in love,” Ariana calmly replied as the two of them began to shoulder their way into the crowd.  She stopped him suddenly and impulsively bought a flagon of ale from a vendor, then insisted they share it.  
 
   “Now, let’s dance,” she told him as he put the ale on a table after a cautious sip.
 
   They entered the dancing crowd and began to shuffle and sway with the rest of the dancers, as the musicians played a sedate tune.
 
   There was a sudden set of screams on the far side of the festive gathering, and some disturbance was evident.  The musicians continued to play on though, ignoring the commotion, while those on the dance floor continued to move to the music.  Grange and Ariana were among those who were intent on their own moment together.
 
   "You aren't just a regular girl from a mountain village," Grange told Ariana, ignoring the ruckus nearby as they danced.  So much had happened during the day, he felt compelled to speak to it, to try to understand it.  “What are you up to?  Why have you traveled all this way with us?  Are you up to something?  Are you going to leave me soon for something else?" he asked.  "I know you could."
 
   She looked at him with a directness that lacked the usual condescension he thought he usually saw in her eyes.   After a moment’s hesitation, she spoke.  "I didn't expect this to be like this.  I thought it would be simple to travel with and teach you until the time came.  But I've learned that your lives are more," she paused, "I've been captivated more than I thought I would be."
 
   "Until the time came for what?" he asked, wanting to know when she planned to leave him.
 
   "A demon!" she hissed, pulling apart from him suddenly.
 
   "You'd leave me for a demon?" he asked in horror. 
 
   She pulled her hidden sword free from her skirts.  It gleamed with the blue sheen that Miriam's statue had bestowed upon it in the temple alcove.
 
   "What are you doing?" he asked in shock.
 
   "There's a demon coming for you," she twirled the sword, pressed the hilt into his grip, and pointed over his shoulder. 
 
   He was suddenly aware once again of the ruckus in the festival around them.  People were shouting and starting to shove one another in their agitation.   He turned, and saw a large man, an enormous and imposing figure, who was disheveled in appearance, shoving people about, his swinging fists mowing down anyone who happened to be in the vicinity.  He was swinging with a violence that was inflicting painful injuries on those he struck, while he simply shrugged off anyone who counter-attacked.
 
   The man was coming directly at Grange, and his eyes were fixed on Grange.
 
   And he had a demon riding on his shoulders, the top of its body buried inside the berserk man’s head.
 
   “What do we do?” Grange shouted the question.
 
   “Kill it!  Use the sword – that’s why Miriam empowered it.  Just slay the demon, not the man,” Ariana commanded from close behind him, speaking over his shoulder.
 
   “Hold the sword the way I taught you!” she shouted angrily.  “This is your mission, your duty in life!”
 
   The possessed man was drawing close to Grange, and he drew a wicked-looking knife from his waist band as he picked up speed and rambled forward.
 
   Grange hastily balanced himself, flexing his legs to provide strength and agility, while he bent his elbow and raised the point of the sword.
 
   “I will eat you for dinner,” a reverberating voice came out of the possessed victim’s mouth, “and I will feast on your soul for all of eternity.”
 
   The man came within range, and he swung his knife with an inhuman speed, making Grange hastily lower his blade and angle it to block the attack, making the knife slide down towards the floor.
 
   He raised his foot in anticipation of the knife striking the cobblestones; he planned to trap the knife under his boot.  But somehow, the man managed to overcome momentum, and stopped the weapon from descending into a trap.  Instead, he raised it back up, and sliced the bottom of Grange’s right arm as the blade sped past.
 
   Grange yelled in surprise and pain.  The other people on the dance floor had scattered far away from the assault, all except Ariana, who still stood just a few paces behind Grange.
 
   He felt momentarily alone, his arm in pain, and the demon-possessed assailant uninjured and unconstrained.  The man stabbed straight at Grange, and as he did, the training Ariana had drilled into Grange took control of his reflexes; he stepped to the side, turned his body sideways as well – displaying a narrower profile to the attacker – so that the stab passed through empty air, then he maneuvered his sword around so that the point passed through the misty, insubstantial demonic being that sat on the shoulders of his attacker.
 
   Except that the extraordinary nature of the sword caused it to feel resistance from the tenuous nothingness that composed the demon.  Grange felt the momentum of the tip slow slightly as it passed through the demon, while the demon instantly jerked upward, pulling its head out of its victim’s head.  The demon opened its mouth and gave a horrific howl, one in a disharmonic pitch that seemed to pierce Grange’s ears painfully for the long seconds that it lasted.
 
   The demon shuddered, then loosened its grip on the man.  It tried to stare at Grange, but it wobbled instead, then fell to the ground, shuddered, and collapsed in death.  As it did, the man it had ridden upon fell to the ground too, unconscious.
 
   The demon’s body evaporated into a vile-smelling steam, and rose into the air in a plume that ascended with extreme rapidity, while the man on the ground started to tremble with a momentary seizure, then grew still, as his breathing settled into a steady pattern.
 
   “Great job!” Grange vaguely heard someone shout from nearby.
 
   Instead of acknowledging the call, Grange stuck the sword in his belt, and raised his right arm to examine the bloody wound he had endured, which was rapidly dripping blood on the cobblestones.
 
   “Here, we need to take care of that,” Ariana said, stepping next to him.  She had an abandoned bottle she had picked up from the debris left by the fleeing crowd, and she liberally poured the wine upon the slice.  The liquid inside was clear as it poured out, and it burned where it entered the wound, making Grange wince.
 
   “It will clean the wound out,” Ariana explained.  She tossed the bottle aside.
 
   “That thing could have killed me!” Grange exclaimed, the impact of the moment starting to sink in.
 
   “You had what you needed to kill it.  Miriam gave you the power,” Ariana said dismissively.  “And you’ve been training with the sword for over a month now.  There wasn’t any big worry.
 
   “Let’s see how the victim is doing,” she said as she stooped to look at the unconscious mountain of a man on the ground.
 
   The man groaned, as Ariana gently patted his cheek.  At the same time, others from the festival who had fled from the man’s brutal assault came back onto the dance floor, and began to heartily slap Grange on the back in thanks and congratulations.
 
   The man on the ground groaned, then sat up groggily.
 
   “Watch out!” someone said urgently.
 
   “Have the patrol arrest him!” another commanded.
 
   “No, let him go.  He’s over his fit,” Ariana replied, standing up.
 
   As the man stood up, she explained to him that he had passed out, and needed to leave the vicinity of the festival.  She spoke in a firm voice as she tiptoed up to place her mouth close to his ear, and when she finished, he looked at her with a startled expression, then turned and ran quickly out of the gathering.
 
   “Everything’s over; you can return to the festivities,” she urged loudly, then spoke in a lower voice to Grange.  “This is your chance.  Pull out your flute and start playing a dance tune for everyone.  The band will hear you and it will be like an audition.
 
   “Go on,” she urged, giving him a shove towards the stage the musicians had abandoned.
 
   Dazed by all that had occurred, he complied, leaping up onto the stage as he pulled his flute out of his back pocket.  He marveled for a fraction of a second at the durability of the small instrument that had traveled so far and endured such abuse without snapping or cracking.  As soon as he lifted the slender wooden instrument to his lips and began to play, its pure, sweet notes issued forth, proof that it had suffered no damage.  The milling crowd in the vicinity paused in its varied activities and discussions, as all heads turned to look at Grange.  He was playing a quick-stepping dancing tune, one that he had learned late in his apple-picking career, in a village not too far from Palmland, and he hoped that the proximity of the village meant that the song would be known and appreciated by the people who stared up at him.
 
   “Look at you!  First a sword-fighter, then a musician!” one wag called out from the nearby crowd.  People began to edge closer in towards him, drawn by both the music and the desire to see the person who had drawn the sword and stopped the violence at the festival.  A couple, who were perhaps inebriated, began to dance to the tune, while others began to clap along, and then the dance floor filled, in a minute’s time, as more people returned to enjoying the entertainment they had expected to find.
 
   Grange finished the song, received applause, and started another song.  As he did, the original musicians climbed up onto the stage with him, and began to accompany him for the rest of the song.  And then they all agreed to two songs after that, playing together as the taps on the ale kegs re-opened and the people forgot all about the strange, violent interruption that had come and gone so quickly.
 
   “You’re good,” the band leader said to Grange when they stopped playing to take a break.  “Who do you usually play with?”
 
   “I just got into town,” Grange replied.  “This is the first time I’ve played here.” He saw Ariana stepping up towards the edge of the stage.
 
   The band leader ginned with a sly look.
 
   “You bring a different sound to the music; none of the other groups have an instrument like yours.  Can you play with us?”
 
   “How much do you pay?” Ariana asked from her position two steps below them.  She was looking up at them, as the band leader turned and looked down in surprise.
 
   “This is my,” Grange floundered for a description.
 
   “I’m his roommate,” Ariana finished for him.  “And I’m more practical than he is, so I want to make sure we can pay our rent and buy food.  He’s just a musical, fighting romantic.”
 
   “How about two sou for each performance?” the bandleader suggested, talking to Ariana.
 
   “Our rent alone cost us more than that,” she shook her head.
 
   “You could get a job, you know,” the band leader suggested.
 
   “Let’s go, Grange,” the blond girl held her hand up to him.
 
   “I was just kidding!  Don’t take things so seriously,” the band leader immediately stretched his arm in front of Grange.  “You Southgar folks are so easily offended.  You need to get used to our ways – we’re a little abrasive, but you know what we think when we finish saying our piece.
 
   “How about four sous for each engagement?” he renewed the negotiations.
 
   “With a guarantee of five engagements each week?” Ariana asked.
 
   “Absolutely.  I’ll even pay you in full tonight even though you didn’t play with us for half the night, just to show my good intentions,” the band leader said.
 
   “Shake the man’s hand,” Ariana directed Grange.
 
   “I’m Guy,” the man said as they sealed the deal.  “Good to have you join the group.”
 
   “I’m Grange, and this is Ariana.  We’re glad to join with your group; we’re not from Southgar though,” Grange replied.
 
   “Not from Southgar?  Look at you!  The girl might not be, but you – that complexion, those cheekbones, that hair.  If you’re not Southgar-born, there is no Southgar,” Guy insisted.
 
   “I’m from Fortune,” Grange replied.  “But people have questioned my origins before,” he dismissed the question.
 
   “Well, go take your break and get back here before we start the next set,” Guy told him.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well,” he added to Ariana, then he slipped off the stage to join a woman who was waiting for his company.
 
   Grange hopped down next to Ariana.  “What are you going to do if I’m not here to take care of you?” she asked affectionately.  “You would have taken his first offer of two sous, wouldn’t you?” she laughed as she reached over and took his hand in hers.  She was confounding and confusing, supportive and friendly, yet she controlled him with ease – he was captivated by her.
 
   “This is our oh-so-talented hero, I see, and he comes with a stunningly beautiful companion.  Such is the life of a hero,” a voice said to the side.  They twisted to see a man dressed in very elegant clothes, with another man and a woman dressed just as elegantly standing steps behind him.
 
   “So hero, are you a regular in the band?” the man asked.
 
   “This is my first time to play with them,” Grange responded.
 
   “Do they make everyone wield a sword for their audition?” the dandy asked with a laugh at his own joke.
 
   “Just the good ones,” Ariana answered.
 
   “Touché, my lovely,” he smiled appreciatively.  “And so, do you play music for other venues?  Would you be available to play at my sister’s birthday party?”
 
   Grange leaned slightly to his side to look past the man at the woman behind him.
 
   “Oh good lord no!” his questioner laughed again.  He seemed to laugh easily.  “She’s much too old to be my sister – more like my mother,” the man said, then ducked away as the woman slapped at him, missing him as her hand flew through the air.
 
   “No, my sister is younger than you, and so are her friends.  They’ll be gathered at the dock the day after tomorrow, in the afternoon,” he explained.
 
   Grange looked at Ariana, who gave a slight nod.  “I’d like to,” he replied.
 
   “After we check the band’s schedule, to make sure there’s not a conflict,” Ariana added.  “Do you have a price to pay for the service?”
 
   “Let’s say 10 sous.  Oh, bloody rags.  Since you were such a hero, let’s just round it up to a florint,” he decided.
 
   “That sounds good to me,” Grange immediately said, knowing that Ariana was undoubtedly about to approve the rich offer.  He wanted to appear to be able to make some decision on his own.
 
   “Very good; excellent.  We’ll see you at our place the day after tomorrow.  Carry on with your music here,” Grange’s new patron smiled.  He started to turn to walk away, when Ariana spoke up.
 
   “My lord, who are you and where is the dock we’ll meet at?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, yes, yes,” he said as he turned around.  “Of course, if you’re new to town you don’t know.
 
   “I am Lord Selebe,” he told them, “and we’ll be the large ship at the end of the southern green dock.  You won’t miss seeing which ship has a party on board.”
 
   He gave a smile, then departed with his companions, just as the rest of the band returned to the stage to start the next set.
 
   Grange stayed at the stage and played until the festival finally ended, as Ariana sat or stood nearby, waiting for him.  Guy paid him for the night, told him where to play with the band the following night, and Ariana produced a cup of ale for him to drink as they strolled back towards their new apartment.  Inside the apartment the door to Garrel and Deana’s room was closed, though the sound of soft voices and gentle laughter filtered out.
 
   “So this is our room,” Ariana said as she closed the door on the other bedroom, once they were inside.  They had no candle, leaving the room in pitch black darkness.  Grange swallowed the last mouthful of ale, and heard the rustle of clothes as he set the cup down.
 
   “That feels good,” Ariana crooned.  “We haven’t been able to sleep in a private place in how long, a month?  Always in barns or under the wagons or on the ground – it feels good to finally take all these clothes off.
 
   “Tomorrow we will definitely have to find a place to take a bath.  Do you suppose they have public baths here?” she asked.
 
   “I couldn’t say,” Grange answered nervously.  He was sitting on the edge of the mattress, trying to keep his distance from the girl who he imagined was naked, in the same room.  He felt the mattress move as Ariana laid down, and he quickly stood up.
 
   “Aren’t you tired?” Ariana asked.  “Lie down and get some sleep.  You’ve got a busy day ahead of you.”
 
   “I do?” he asked, surprised by the assertion.  “What happens tomorrow?”
 
   “We get to practice sword work all day long, unless we start working on some other weapon,” Ariana said.  He heard her yawn, loudly and long.  “You did well tonight, my dear.  You killed a demon and you earned the musician’s job.”
 
   He stood in silence for a moment, and heard her breathing adopt a regular, soft rhythm with astonishing speed.  She was asleep, and presumably the bed was safe for him to cautiously return to.  He carefully sat down, pulled his boots off, then waited hesitantly, before removing his shirt.
 
   It did feel good.  The freedom to move and stretch without the confinement of the fabric was luxurious, or it suddenly seemed to be, and he wondered if Ariana’s statement had made him believe so.
 
   She had him bewitched.  He lusted after her at times, entranced by her beauty and grace and wit.  Yet as he lay in bed with her, he feared to even think about touching her.  She called him dear, yet never showed any disposition to make their relationship anything but platonic.  And now, after weeks of being together as a platonic couple, he couldn’t imagine that there would ever be anything more. Except that she was so lovely and always in control, tempting his soul to dream of something more.
 
   And with such confusion rendering his thoughts chaotic, he suddenly fell asleep, settled into the place that he was about to begin calling home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   When he awoke the next morning, there was dim light entering the room through the doorframe openings, outlining the door.  Grange blinked, then remembered where he was.  He turned his head and saw Ariana’s pale back, bare and only two feet away.
 
   “You can give me a massage,” she said, seeming to know that he was awake, though she wasn’t looking at him.  “Just keep your hands where they belong.”
 
   He rolled onto his side and began to knead the flesh of her shoulders.
 
   “Where will we begin practicing swords?” he asked.
 
   “Down a little,” she said.
 
   Grange obediently moved his hands lower down her back.
 
   “I meant down the street.  I saw an armory just two blocks away,” Ariana told him.  She curled a hand around to push his hands away, as she sat up and wrapped the sheet around her chest in one fluid motion.
 
   “You go out for a moment while I get dressed,” she told him.
 
   Grange obediently did as told, taking his shirt with him and pulling it on as he stood in the hallway, He heard a noise, and saw Garrel and Deana emerge from their room.
 
   “Do you like being married so far?” he asked the grinning couple.
 
   Deana giggled, while Garrel blushed.
 
   “It’s better than I ever expected,” the bridegroom said.  “We’re going to go walk around the harbor front today.  Do you want to go with us?”
 
   “Ariana wants to go practice sword work at an armory,” Grange replied with disappointment.  “Maybe this afternoon?” he suggested.
 
   “Perhaps,” Garrel agreed.  
 
   “She never touched a sword that I saw back home,” Deana commented about Ariana.
 
   “Well, she’s good at it.  I’ve seen her schooling Grange day after day after day,” Garrel commented.  He took Deana’s hand, and they went out of the apartment.
 
   “I’m ready,” Ariana said as she opened their room’s door and stepped out.
 
   They left the building, the blue sword hidden in her skirts, passing their landlady on the way out.
 
   “These clothes are getting so worn,” Ariana commented.  “Maybe we should get some new clothes, especially since you’ll be playing music for the nobility tomorrow.”
 
   Grange shrugged in agreement, and three minutes later they stood in the door way of a ramshackle brick building, with a sign of crossed swords hanging above the door.
 
   Early in the morning there were few people inside.  A desultory match between two well-padded youngsters was taking place under the inattentive eyes of a trainer.  As soon as the man saw Ariana, he abandoned his charges and hurried over to greet the new arrivals.
 
   “How can I help you?” he addressed Ariana, ignoring Grange completely.
 
   “We’d like to use this armory for sword practice, and possibly work with other weapons as well,” Ariana said brightly.  “What would the cost be?”
 
   “Well, I can give you lessons for a sou per day, and you can use the facilities for a sou a day as well,” the man suggested.
 
   “”Do you think I need lessons?  If I don’t will we still use the facilities for a sou?” she asked with a vacant expression.  “Could we practice here for free if we don’t need any lessons?”
 
   “Little lady, if you don’t need lessons, you and your friend can practice for free,” the man leered.  “Should we test you right now?” he asked.
 
   “How do we do that?” the girl asked, still assuming the guise of an ingénue, as Grange watched in amazement.
 
   “Let’s put on pads, and I’ll take care of you from there,” the trainer assured her.  He familiarly placed a hand on her shoulder and guided her towards a locker room, as Grange trailed along.
 
   The trainer, a heavyset, unathletic man in appearance, fitted protected pads onto Ariana with a familiarity that made Grange start to step up in protest, until he saw her eyes warn him off.  She placidly submitted to the pawing, then stepped back as soon as it ended.
 
   “So now we test to see if I need lessons?” her face and voice were still devoid of any semblance of the capable woman Grange knew her to be.
 
   “Here’s a practice weapon,” the trainer told her, as he handed her a wooden stick while they stepped out into the large training room, the open space that the two youths still occupied, though they no longer practiced without a trainer watching over them.
 
   “Okay, we’ll start here on this mat, and see if you can block any of my attacks,” the trainer smugly said as he and Ariana settled into spots on a thick piece of cloth, a long strip on the floor.
 
   The trainer made his first move, an attack intended to poke Ariana in the breast, seemingly as a way to embarrass and dominate her.  Instead, she flicked her wooden sword up with astonishing speed, striking the trainer’s intended attack so quickly and strongly that she struck his attack once on the way up, then stopped and struck it again on the way down, driving the tip of his weapon to the floor, where her foot stamped down hard upon it, trapping in harmlessly.
 
   The trainer’s face was on its way to showing an expression of astonishment at the extraordinary maneuver by the girl, but before he could even react, Ariana was already delivering the next phase of the contest.  She stabbed him savagely in the groin, her wooden sword, pressing violently against his padding and indenting it indecently.  The man started to double over, but as he did, Ariana’s sword circled up and struck him under the chin, knocking his head backwards.  She then poked the point of her sword hard against an un-padded portion of his shoulder, hitting it hard enough to leave a very sore and bruised contusion.
 
   With her assault complete, Ariana lifted her foot from the still-trapped sword, and stepped back.   She watched as her opponent feebly tried to prevent himself from collapsing at her feet.  His face struck the mat unimpeded, then he rolled onto his side, one hand trying to clutch his groin while the other hand tried to grab his shoulder, while blood began to flow from a bloody bit lip.
 
   Ariana casually dropped her wooden sword on top of him.  “I think I passed the test.  I’ll let you put this away, while Grange and I go get some padding for him,” she said scornfully, as the trainer gasped for breath. 
 
   She silently led Grange back to the room where she applied pads on him, as he silently stood with his arms raised, shocked by the aggressive attack she had administered.
 
   “Let’s go,” she abruptly commanded.
 
   “You’re not going to beat me like that, are you?” Grange asked cautiously.
 
   “I will if you don’t follow me right now,” she growled, her back to him as she left the equipment room with a pair of wooden swords in her hands.
 
   Grange hurriedly followed Ariana out of the room and onto a floor mat in the farthest corner.  The damaged instructor was on his knees, Grange observed, the two young students huddled with him to help him up.
 
   “Now, we start getting serious about your lessons,” Ariana was still grim-faced after her beating of the instructor, and Grange was suddenly fearful about the severity of the lesson he was about to receive.
 
   “You managed to kill one weak and stupid demon, but if that monster had been smarter, or stronger, or sneakier, you would be dead.  So we’re going to spend every moment we can beating this into you,” she said.  “Now, assume the position,” she began the lesson.
 
   The manager of the armory stayed away from them throughout the morning, and he spoke to other swordsmen that came into the facility, staring at Grange and Ariana as he spoke.  No one bothered them in their area of isolation, while Grange found that Ariana brought a new intensity to her practice demands.  He was drenched in sweat and suffering from innumerable cuts, scrapes, and bruises, despite the protective padding, when his instructor finally dropped the point of her sword to the ground.  He felt beaten and demoralized by her superior abilities, which seemed to have improved by a considerable degree suddenly.
 
   “You did well today,” she told him nonchalantly.  “Let’s put the pads away and walk down to the harbor, and get something to eat.”
 
   He appreciated her praise.  “You really think I did okay?  It felt like you could beat me anytime you wanted to,” he replied.
 
   “Oh, I can, but you’re making it more challenging.  That’s the first step – you need to learn to stay alive longer.  Once you do that, you increase the chances your opponent is going to make a mistake,” she explained.  She reached out and took his hand.  “And after you learn to do that, someday you’ll find that your opponents are just trying to stay alive against you.
 
   “Now, let’s go,” she released his hand and stalked back to the equipment room, where they both shed their sweat-soaked pads and returned the wooden swords.  “Pay the man two sous on the way out,” Ariana told Grange as they strolled through the hall.
 
   “Two sous?” he queried.  “I thought we only had to pay two sous if there was a lesson,” he checked her.
 
   “Don’t worry dear, there was definitely a lesson taught today,” she smiled a grim smile.
 
   They left the building after Grange silently handed the coins to a doorkeeper who had arrived, and they walked down to the harbor front at last.
 
   There were ships crowded along the quay, and there was litter floating on the water that lapped against the tide walls, but the sight was still awe inspiring for Grange.
 
   “Look at how much water there is!” he exclaimed repeatedly.
 
   “Let’s go this way,” Ariana tugged his sleeve.  “It’s south, and your musical appearance at the party boat tomorrow is at the southern green dock, so let’s go see it.”
 
   They started south, the sun high overhead casting their shadows straight down beneath them and baking the tops of their heads.  The harbor front water grew clean, and another set of docks was visible ahead of them; there were no ships to interrupt the view, and the waves that lapped beneath them were clean.
 
   “Let’s stop and cool off,” Ariana proposed.  She suddenly skipped down onto the rocks at the bottom of the breakwater, then took her boots off, and stepped into the shallow water, as Grange followed behind her.
 
   “You’re going to buy me new clothes today, aren’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, I promise,” he agreed.
 
   “Then it doesn’t matter if these clothes get soaked in salt water,” she grinned, and she stepped forward into the water, which rose to her waist.  With a shriek, she dove head first and disappeared, then reappeared a few feet away, her hair streaming behind her, her clothes clinging to her body, and a bright white smile on her face as she rubbed water out of her eyes.
 
   Come in!” she entreated him.  “Come in – it’s so refreshing!”
 
   “I can’t swim,” Grange replied as he stood atop the stones.
 
   “Oh for the love of all the spirits and sprites, were you living in a cave?  No sword work, no swimming,” she chided him as she strode back towards him.  “Take your boots off,” she commanded.
 
   And so Grange got his first swimming lesson.  A group of small children gathered atop the breakwater to watch, making Grange self-conscious, but Ariana would have none of it.
 
   “Come on, stroke!  Reach those arms out!  Flutter those legs!  Breath, for the love of life!” she delivered a series of staccato commands, making Grange revise his opinion of how hard a task master she had been at swords – she was even tougher at swimming.
 
   Ariana grew satisfied that they had frolicked enough in the water sometime later.
 
   “We’ll do this every day,” she told him when they sat on the rocks, their wet fingers busily tugging their boots back onto their feet.
 
   “You know, before I met you, I had a simple life,” Grange snapped.  “Now, I have sword work, swimming lessons, musical work.  I don’t have time to have fun!” he complained.
 
   “And someday you’ll thank me for this,” Ariana said with a serious expression.  “Grange, the world is changing.  You will need to be able to do everything I push you to do, and more.  I just hope there’s enough time, and enough luck, for you to master what you need to know.”
 
   “Now, let’s go see the party boat, then have some lunch.  I’m starved,” Ariana said.  “Then baths if we can find any, new clothes, and by then you’ll need to go to your musical performance for this evening.”
 
   “See,” Grange said as he stood up.  “This is what I’m talking about,” he complained.  “You’ve got my whole life planned out.  It’s like being married!”
 
   “Shall I go tell Deana that?” Ariana asked archly.  She lifted her hand, and used Grange’s grip to pull herself up, the suddenly threw her arms around his neck and embraced him passionately, her lips next to his ear.
 
   “What do you expect from marriage, Grange?  Are there delights you think your bride will offer?  Are you hoping to sample pleasure with me?” she breathed in his ear.
 
   “Goodness, no,” he laughed weakly.  “That carriage left the palace a long time ago,” he said.  His mind said that it was true, completely true, except that feeling her body plastered against the length of his was overcoming his good sense.
 
   “Good,” Ariana said in her low, slow, breathy voice.  She pulled away from him.  “Because there’s a bride-to-be out there waiting to meet you,” she said.  “And if you pick the wrong girl beforehand, there will be a steep bill to pay.  Now, let’s go find the boat.”
 
   She turned and climbed up to the top of the breakwater, and led Grange south towards the dock where the large ships of the noble class were all anchored together at three colored docks – blue, red, and green.   Under the watchful eye of strolling guards, they walked the length of the green dock then stood at the foot of the plank that led to the deck of Lord Selebe’s luxurious ship.  Two nicely uniformed stewards were carrying bottles of wine across the deck, while other crew members were polishing the brass and metal fittings to a gleaming shine.
 
   “You’ll have the prettiest setting you’re ever going to play in,” Ariana said.
 
   “Won’t Deana be jealous when she hears about what we’ll see tomorrow?  Too bad she can’t come with us,” Grange replied.
 
   “Why can’t she?  You’re a distinguished musician; you should be allowed to bring your own attendants,” Ariana proclaimed.  “We’ll all come with you.  It’s worth a try.”
 
   Grange grinned in agreement.  “Now, let’s find lunch, then baths, then clothes,” Ariana set their agenda.
 
   Lunch was easy – a stop at a vendor selling fish and fried potato slices.  The baths were moderately easy; once Grange found out they separated by gender, and he was able to have a small private compartment in which to soak and steam, he was satisfied.
 
   Buying clothes was difficult – for Grange,  Ariana found joy in trying on outfits, and showing them to Grange, but Grange found that the tailors in the shop expected him to remove his ratty shirt, and he refused to uncover his arms.  The sleeves of his shirt provided the protection that kept the embedded jewels hidden, and Grange was proud that not even Ariana had seen the oddities of his arm even after so long together.
 
   Grange held out, and he won, in a fashion.  The shirts that were sold to him ended up with sleeves that were too long, but he rolled the cuffs up without concern, and declared he was satisfied, as he waited for Ariana to finish her purchase.  He was beginning to feel edgy about the declining amount of time and money that were available.  His participation in the evening’s musical production was drawing close, while his supply of coins was dwindling rapidly.
 
   Dressed in clean new clothes, Grange played his flute at the musical function that night, an indoors dance in a large hall.  Ariana was with him, and so were Deana and Garrel, who were willing to leave their honeymoon bower for a few hours.
 
   Grange slept soundly afterwards, until Ariana awoke him the next morning at sunrise.
 
   “Let’s get going,” she told him.  She was already up and dressed, after making Grange uncomfortable by sleeping undressed once again.  “And take the enchanted sword with you,” she added.
 
   “Why?” Grange asked, surprised by the command.
 
   “You should get used to wearing it; you don’t want to get caught unprepared the next time a demon approaches you,” she told him.  “Plus, you’ll look more sophisticated among the nobility today,” she added with a smile.
 
   Their practice with weapons was shortened slightly, as was their swimming lesson, then they rinsed at the baths and walked to the green docks.
 
   The ship that they had seen the day before had grown a festive crop of colorful bunting, banners, and pennants overnight, and a three piece band was already playing music upon the bow of the ship when Grange and Ariana met Garrel and Deana at the foot of the gang plank.  Together, they climbed the plank, then spoke to the servant who was greeting all the guests.
 
   “Lord Selebe informed us that he had hired you,” the servant said.  “You’ll be playing below deck, in the ladies’ chambers.  I’ll have someone lead you there.”
 
   Moments later, another servant led them down two sets of narrow steps and along a dark hallway to the stern of the ship, where a large room with a low ceiling was filled with seats and tables of food.  A bank of windows along the rear of the ship gave a wide view of the dock area. 
 
   “This is usually for the ladies, but today it will be where the senior guests pass their time,” the servant said officiously.  “You’ll be expected to provide, calm, peaceful music for their enjoyment.”  With that pronouncement, he started to depart.
 
   “Excuse us,” Ariana spoke up.  “We’ve never seen a ship this beautiful before – we’ve never even been on a ship!  May we have a tour?”
 
   “Never been on a ship before?” the servant’s attitude changed.  “Well, you’ve picked a real beauty for your first.  You’ll be spoiled all the rest of your life.  I can make a few minutes to show you around while your friend practices his music,” he offered.  “Follow me,” he commanded, and left the room with an entourage of three eager tourists.
 
   With a raised eyebrow, Grange pulled his flute out, then walked over to the windows and stared out at the water, wondering if he knew any music that he could play that would be suitably calm and peaceful.  His repertoire of dancing tunes hardly seemed likely to meet the objective.  He stood at the window and softly played one of the dance tunes in a slower tempo, experimenting to see if he could fake his way through the afternoon.  He was counting on receiving the florint payment that Selebe had offered; in his mind he’d already spent that money on the new clothes that he and Ariana wore.
 
   But the dance tune still sounded like a dance tune to him, lively and cheery and unlikely to qualify as calming.
 
   There was a sound behind him, and he turned to see a shabbily-dressed elderly man standing in the doorway, watching him.
 
   “Don’t stop!” the man pleaded, stepping into the room.  “That was delightful.  It made me want to tap my feet!”
 
   “Well,” Grange grinned at the fellow, “that’s good and bad.  I’m glad it’s enjoyable, but it’s bad because I’m trying to find some calm and peaceful music to play – not toe-tapping tunes.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure our guests won’t mind tapping their toes while they’re here,” the man consoled him.
 
   “Are you a guest?” Grange asked, wondering who he was talking to.  “An early guest, or another staff person?”
 
   “I’m like you – one of the workers,” the man grinned back.
 
   “Could you help me out?  Hum a few tunes that I could listen to and then play – calm tunes?” Grange asked.
 
   The visitor came over to stand next to Grange by the windows.  “I’m hardly musical myself,” he protested.
 
   “Give it a try,” Grange urged.
 
   The man looked at him with a bemused expression, then looked out the window, paused, and started softly humming a gentle tune that flowed rhythmically in time to the gentle rocking of the boat.  Grange listened with his eyes closed, capturing the tune in his memory, thinking of the timing of the waves; it was a lovely song, one that was peaceful and tranquil.
 
   The man stopped, and Grange opened his eyes to look at his acquaintance.
 
   “That wasn’t very good, I’m afraid,” the servant told Grange.
 
   “Oh no!” Grange protested.  “It was very good.  The music was beautiful, and you hummed it very well.  It sounded just like the water in the harbor.”
 
   “That’s just what it is!” the other man told him.  “It’s one part of a famous set of songs about the harbor.  There are three of them – one peaceful, one stormy, and one for when the waters are busy with lots of ships trying to get in and out.”
 
   “Let me try your tune,” Grange said.  He raised his flute again, then closed his eyes and let his memory of the music wash over him, as he began to play what he remembered.  He repeated the tune the man had hummed, as best he could remember it, then repeated it with subtle variations to draw it out and make it last longer.  When he finished, he opened his eyes and lowered the flute, then looked at the man next to him.
 
   There were others in the room as well, he discovered – two servants, a young woman and a young man in immaculate uniforms stood just behind the man, who absently held his hand up behind himself in a gesture to prevent the two from interrupting the music.
 
   “That was lovely,” the man said enthusiastically to Grange.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” the female servant asked the man.
 
   He turned.  “I think I’ll stay here with our young musician and enjoy his efforts for a while.  You two go about things without me, until it’s time for the celebration,” he said.
 
   The two nodded, then left the room.
 
   “I’m sorry; I hope I’m not keeping you from anything,” Grange apologized.
 
   “Absolutely not!  Your music is wonderful,” the man told him.
 
   “Would you hum another tune?” Grange asked.  “Maybe I can build up a repertoire before the guests arrive!” he laughed.
 
   “Try this one,” the man suggested, then began to hum another tune that Grange listened to, then re-played on his instrument afterwards.
 
   “Be inventive with it, like you were the first time,” the man urged.  “Play with it and see what you can create.”
 
   Grange squinted appraisingly, then looked out the window and began the tune again, improvising as he felt the tune offered opportunities, and looping through it twice, enjoying the delightful flow.
 
   “I hope that wasn’t too much,” he turned to his companion, then discovered that a handful of other people had entered the large compartment and stood listening intently, absentmindedly nibbling on finger food items as they stood near him.
 
   “That was brilliant!” one of the other guests enthusiastically commented.
 
   “See, we want to hear more,” the man with him said.
 
   “But I was just noodling.  It wasn’t real music,” Grange protested.
 
   “Don’t you talk back to his highness,” one of the other members of the audience admonished Grange.
 
   “Highness?” Grange was aghast.  “But I thought you were just another servant here,” he said.
 
   “My lord,” he added belatedly.
 
   “Oh, pshaw, it just happens that my older brother has had a couple of sons of his own, so I’m simply a superfluous branch on the royal family tree, and I still am called prince at my age – at my age!” the prince cackled.  “You probably think of some dashing young rogue when you hear prince, don’t you?
 
   “And what is your name, my young musician?” the nobleman asked.
 
   “I’m called Grange, my lord,” Grange quickly responded.
 
   “And I’m Prince Rupert, but you may call me your muse, if you want,” the old man smiled.  “Now, let’s try another one of my tunes, and then you can play one of your tunes.”
 
   They proceeded with the plan, as Grange played the tune that Rupert hummed, then composed a new piece of music around the same template.  Afterwards, he once again played a modified, slowed version of one of the mountain dancing tunes he had learned while picking apples, and then another.
 
   Ariana, Garrel and Deana returned to the grand cabin to visit Grange, but had to elbow their way through the crowd that filled the chamber, listening to his music.  Grange took a break when they approached.
 
   “You’ve got as big a crowd down here as there is on the whole upper deck,” Garrel told him.
 
   “And we’ve eaten the most marvelous food; we won’t have to buy any dinner at all!” Deana added enthusiastically.  “And Garrel’s been offered a job!” she said.
 
   Grange looked at his friend in surprise.
 
   “Count Selebe offered me a job working in his stables,” Garrel confirmed, “after he found out I was your friend.  So thanks for the job!  It’ll pay enough for us to stay in the apartment for some time to come.”
 
   “We’re going to go back to the apartment now,” Garrel told Grange.  “Thank you for bringing us along.  We’ve sure come a long way from Fortune, haven’t we?” he smacked his friend on the shoulder, then took Deana’s hand and led her back out of the chamber.
 
   “Are you having fun?” Grange asked Ariana after the other two left.
 
   “I’ve been asked to dance at least a dozen times,” she said.  “So far I haven’t, but I might soon, if you don’t come upstairs and dance with me once.”
 
   “I’ll come up at the next break,” he promised.  “I better start playing here again,” he concluded, and he resumed his music, as Ariana waved her fingers and disappeared.
 
   Grange played on for another long set of songs, as the crowd slowly began to thin out.  He was focusing on his music, with the room less than half full sometime later, when he noticed a pair of men who were walking across the room with peculiar gaits and oddly wooden facial expressions.  He watched them carefully as they ambled about and found seats, then sat not far away from him, watching him play, as he watched them.
 
   They both stood up after just two minutes, then separated as they walked in a seemingly random pair of paths that brought them closer to Grange.  He dropped his flute and pulled his sword free, giving a shout of fear as he saw at the last second that the feet of a pair of possessing demons were visible, hanging out from the back of the heads of the two men.
 
   For the first time in a long time, the voices of the jewels in his arm awoke and screamed warning.
 
   The two possessed men turned on Grange, pulling knives from their belts as he desperately tried to swing his enchanted sword so that it grazed along the back of the scalp of the first man.  He succeeded with his aim, and cut the blue blade through the wispy flesh of the man’s possessor.  Grange watched as the cut limbs of the demon dissolved into smoke, while the rest of the little monster abruptly emerged from the man’s head, then also dissolved and vanished.
 
   Liberated from his demonic possession, the man fell to the ground unconscious, while the people in the room started screaming, scrambling, and hollering, and the second demon-driven assassin raised his knife to launch his own attack.  After only twenty seconds of battle, Grange maneuvered his blue sword around and sliced through the exposed hind quarters of the demon that possessed the second man as well, causing that man to also fall to the ground unconscious as a result of the demise of the small evil entity.
 
   “He killed them!” a woman exclaimed to a pair of ship’s officers who entered the room in response to the hullabaloo that had erupted.
 
   Grange stood still for a moment, then slowly put his sword away as he watched the two officers approach him cautiously.
 
   “I was afraid they were going to attack me,” he explained.  “But they’re not dead, I’m sure.”
 
   “He’s right, they’re alive, and there’s no sign of any harm to them,” one of the officers said, as he bent over the unconscious men.  “There’s not a scratch on them.”
 
   Ariana suddenly stood in the doorway, pale faced, looking about the room with a wild light in her eyes.  she ran across the room to Grange, then grabbed his arm.
 
   “You’re okay?  They didn’t hurt you?  What happened?” she asked.
 
   “There were two of them,” he motioned down at the figures on the floor.  “But everything’s okay.  I’m fine,” he reassured her.
 
   One of the men on the floor opened his eyes, then sat up, in a state of confusion.  He looked around at the chamber, then saw his companion also on the floor.
 
   “What are we doing down here?  We were out on the dock, waiting to board the ship – that’s the last thing I remember,” he said.
 
   Grange and Ariana stepped away from where the two men were recovering.
 
   “You killed two demons?” she asked.
 
   “It wasn’t hard,” Grange said.  “They were hard to see at first.  They were almost completely hidden inside the men, but the men were acting strangely, so I was watching them closely when I saw the demons’ feet stick out.  I was afraid I might hurt the men trying to cut the demons.”
 
   “There may come a time when you will have to kill the men to drive the demons out,” Ariana said soberly.  “There will be demons that will be completely inside their victims, invisible to the outside world.  Fortunately, there aren’t many that are so dangerous, and none have come after you yet.
 
   “We’re going to have to increase your training,” she decided forcefully.
 
   “Ariana!” Grange raised his voice, making heads turn, as people looked away from the two confused men who were standing.  “Ariana,” he repeated in a lower voice, “when do we have time for more training?”
 
   “We could stop sleeping,” she said thoughtfully, then grinned as she saw the look of horrified incredulity on his face.  “Don’t worry, young hero, we’ll find a way.
 
   “Now play some more music and make people forget about all of this.  Then we’ll go dance upstairs. But don’t play too long; the party will be over soon,” she told him.
 
   Grange watched her walk away, as one of the ship’s staff members came over to talk to him.  “These blokes say they don’t remember a thing.  They’ve got nothing against you, and we found these,” he held up the two knives the men had brandished against Grange.  “These are the ship’s own knives, and the men say they don’t know how they came to possess them.
 
   “We can have them thrown off the ship, or arrested, if you want us to,” the man explained.
 
   Grange looked over at the still-befuddled men.  “I think they just had a fit of some kind.  They should be okay to stay, as far as I’m concerned,” he told the officer
 
   “That’s very kind of you, young sir,” the officer said.  He turned and went over to the two men, then he and the other staff member escorted the men to the stairs, and up to the deck for fresh air.
 
   A number of the guests came to Grange and asked if he was alright, then asked if he would play more music, and so he did.  He began to again re-play the tunes he had played at the beginning of his stint in the large cabin, as his audience settled into their seats to further enjoy the music 
 
   He played for only ten minutes before he saw Lord Selebe come down the stairs and enter the crowded space, accompanied by an attractive young girl.
 
   “Grange, there you are!  You’re absolutely destroying the party, you know,” the nobleman said sternly as he approached Grange, causing the musician to cease playing music, shocked by the announcement.
 
   “I tried not to hurt them, my lord,” Grange said apologetically
 
   The nobleman reached Grange’s side, then burst into laughter.  “You look so serious!” he exclaimed.  “I was teasing – except that you are keeping an unfortunate number of people trapped down here where we didn’t think anyone would come, so the party deck upstairs looks absolutely deserted.
 
   “This is my sister, the subject of this party, the Lady Selene,” Selebe introduced the lovely girl to Grange.  The young noblewoman has tightly curly hair, arranged in a long cascade over one shoulder of a strapless dress she wore.  Her eyes were a bright green, and Grange found himself staring at them intently for a moment longer than he knew was polite.
 
   “You can speak to her, you know,” Selebe prompted with a grin.
 
   Grange blinked, then blushed.
 
   “Look at how much the red shows on his pale complexion!” Selene laughed with a gentle tone that made Grange feel she was laughing with him, not at him.  “That is so charming.”
 
   “I’m so pleased to meet you, my lady.  Thank you for allowing my humble music to be part of your party,” Grange finally spoke, as he bowed low in front of her.
 
   “You’ve surely played enough,” Selene said, “for today anyway.  There’s a very pretty girl upstairs who sent us down to fetch you up to the deck to give her at least one dance.
 
   “Wouldn’t all of you like for this boy to have a chance to dance with his lady-love?” she turned to the audience and asked.
 
   The men and women in the room clapped and laughed politely in response.
 
   “Go to her Grange,” Selebe told him.  “I’ll stay down here and sing to all these people as your replacement,” he laughed.
 
   “Happy birthday, my lady, thank you, my lord,” Grange told the pair of visitors.  He began to walk towards the stairwell, and received a round of hearty applause as he left up the stairs.
 
   He blinked in a state of momentary blindness when he reached the bright and sunny top deck, where Ariana stood with a mischievous smile.
 
   “Well, Grange, what a surprise!” she exclaimed.  She turned to the band that stood with idle instruments and waved her hands.  The musicians immediately began to play a slow dance tune.
 
   “May I have this dance?” she asked him with a mocking bow.
 
   Grange blinked, then laughed, then opened his arms, and began to slowly shuffle around the dance floor among a few other couples, with Ariana in his arms.
 
   “These aren’t the steps I’ve worked so hard to teach you at all those apple orchard dances,” Ariana protested.
 
   “I hardly ever danced at those dances because I was always playing the music,” he reminded her.  They were standing close as they moved, their bodies touching each other, and Grange felt himself starting to blush once again
 
   “May I have this dance?” a man’s voice asked over Grange’s shoulder.  He turned to see that Selebe and Selene had followed him up to the deck.
 
   “And may I as well?” Selene asked.
 
   Ariana released her hold on Grange, and gracefully swept over to the nobleman.  The two of them stood apart by several inches, then began to glide gracefully away.
 
   Grange looked at Selene, and blushed again.  “My lady, I cannot give you a dance as well as those two.  I’m sorry to disappoint you,” he said as he hung his head.
 
   “Oh nonsense,” she snapped.  The noblewoman placed his hands where she felt they properly belonged, then placed her own hands in the proper locations on Grange’s shoulder and hip, and the two began to slowly turn, with awkward steps.  “Just relax, and feel the rhythm,” she told him.  “Your feet will figure it out.  I heard you playing that music down there, so I know you’re a natural when it comes to rhythm,” she smiled graciously.
 
   They moved around the floor, and Grange fell into a tempo of movement that grew smoother and steady, until the music ended.  Selene politely clapped for the musicians, and Grange joined her, then the two of them walked over to where Ariana and Selebe were standing.
 
   “Your services today have been so very appreciated,” the nobleman said.  He placed a small leather pouch in Grange’s hand.
 
   “We’ll have to have him put on a performance at home sometime Selebe,” the birthday girl said to her brother.  “You’ll come to our home, won’t you?” she seemed pleased with Grange’s music.
 
   “He’d love to, my lady,” Ariana answered immediately.
 
   “I’ll promise to go to all the festivals and dances and taverns to hunt him down and invite him again.  I’ll make that sacrifice for you,” Selebe told his sister.
 
   “You would even force yourself to go to twice as many festivals and taverns for me if I asked, I’ll wager,” his sister laughed with a dancing flash of light in her eyes.
 
   “Now that you bring it up,” Selebe let his answer dangle.
 
   “It was so good of you to come,” Selene told them both.  “Thank you for such beautiful music, and for bringing such a beautiful woman to adorn our deck,” she said.
 
   Grange and Ariana bowed, then left the ship and started walking back towards the city.  The sun was starting to sink in the western sky.
 
   “We’ll have to go straight to the festival where your band is playing,” Ariana advised him, and they did.  He played with the band and received his payment, then returned home and slept soundly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   The next month went by in a blur of activity, as Grange worked under the demanding schedule that Ariana imposed on him.  They made one adjustment within the first week; the afternoon swim lessons in the bright sunlight produced a painful sunburn for Grange’s fair features, and so they went swimming in the mornings, then worked at weapons in the afternoon, before going to play musical assignments in the evening with Guy’s band.
 
   Then, one evening, when Grange returned to his apartment, Garrel surprised him.  Garrel had taken up steady employment at Lord Selebe’s estate, working in the stables.  “His lordship came to see me today,” Garrel announced to the others in the apartment.  “He would like for Grange to come and perform more music at the family palace a week from tomorrow.”
 
   “You should do it,” Ariana prodded Grange.  “It’s always good to make the nobility happy and to keep them on your side.”
 
   Grange agreed, and Garrel was instructed to pass along the news.
 
   A week later, the foursome began to walk towards the palace of Lord Selebe’s estate.
 
   Grange was quiet on the walk, as he ruminated about his relationship with Ariana.  He was still entranced by her beauty, awed by her abilities, and suspicious of her nature.  He was also resigned to the fact that it was a relationship that was never going to be anything more than the comfortable pairing it had settled into; there was no hint or hope or expectation of any change in the status of the two of them despite his secret yearning.  Grange still slept uncomfortably close to the unclothed Ariana at night, both attracted by her allure and repelled by her indifference to his desires.   And so, as they walked through the city streets, he was thinking about her, unaware that it was the last day he was to know her as she was.
 
   Garrel had learned shortcuts and back roads that allowed them to make a quick passage to the mansion grounds, though they passed through mucky alleyways in the process.
 
   “My dress hem is splattered with mud!” Deana protested when they emerged from the last alley and approached Selebe’s home.  Garrel shrugged his apology, and they walked on.
 
   There were several carriages waiting to drop their occupants at the door as Grange and his friends arrived, and were allowed to enter a side door.  
 
   “Have something to eat, young master,” a kindly housekeeper proposed, leading them to a table in the kitchen.  “From what I’ve heard them all say, once they set you to work making that music with your little whistle, there won’t be any time to put a bite in your mouth.”
 
   The group sat and ate amid the bustle of the kitchen and wait staff who were bustling to deliver all the food that was expected for the noble guests of the household.
 
   “Old Prince Rupert is boasting on the young artist here,” one waiter said as he passed by the table, giving Grange a quick pat on the arm.
 
   “You all should get out there and walk about a bit to see the house before the show starts, especially since you are the show.  There are some lovely statues to see out in the gardens,” the man suggested.
 
   Deana jumped at the suggestion.  “Let’s go walk through the garden,” she suggested.  
 
   On the way out of the kitchen though, Selebe happened to find Grange.  
 
   “There you are!” he exclaimed.  “I’m so sorry they shuffled you off to the kitchen.  We had seats for you at the main table.  You were going to sit with Selene, and I was going to attempt to sweet talk your lovely companion,” he winked good-naturedly at Ariana as he spoke.
 
   “But now it’s time for the concert,” he continued.  “Since the weather is so lovely, we’ve arranged for the seating to all be moved out to the shady lawn on the north side of the house.”
 
   One of the passing house servants snorted in annoyance at the task of moving the furniture for the group, but Selebe affected not to notice.
 
   “So come along. My young musical genius, and spread the delight of your music to this broad swath of the upper crust of the court society,” Selebe said.
 
   “Oh, don’t try to intimidate the boy!” Selene said, coming through the kitchen door to join the group.  “Hello darling,” she leaned into Grange and kissed the air by his cheek, startling him.  He responded by turning his head to do the same, but he mis-anticipated her movement, and their lips smacked soundly.
 
   “It appears your customs are a bit more friendly than ours,” Selebe said with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “My apologies, my greatest apologies,” Grange was flustered by the incident, and he began to blush.
 
   “Oh Grange!” Selene laughed it off, as Ariana gently slipped her hand into his.  “Look at you!  I can tell you’re embarrassed!  He can’t hide a thing with that light complexion of his, can he?” she asked Ariana.  “You have him at such a disadvantage!”
 
   “There are four or five things he can hide, but that’s all, my lady.  He does face a challenge.  And he’s got a bit of color now – you should have seen how pale he was when we first met up in the mountains!” Ariana agreed.
 
   “Come along Grange, bring your friends and let’s go entertain the court,” Selebe refocused the group on the need to go.
 
   They passed through the halls of the home, moving in the same direction as the house staff and the many guests who were headed to the lawn.  Selebe took them through an empty hall.  “This is our residential wing,” he explained as they hurried along.
 
   “There’s no crowd here, except for all those sweet young ladies-of-the-court you try to woo,” his sister added.
 
   They passed out of the hallway through a set of glass doors, and were suddenly next to a wide sea of chairs and sofas that had been moved out into the shade of a pair of massive oak trees.  A smoothly manicured lawn ran for a long stretch of space to a hedge and a tall stone wall beyond.
 
   “Over there,” Selebe pointed to a small wooden platform standing in front of the hedge and the wall.  “That’s your stage for this afternoon.”  He patted Grange on the shoulder.  “Ladies, come with me,” he held out arms, and escorted his sister and Ariana, while Garrel and Deana followed, as they headed to seats in the front row of the audience.
 
   Ariana stopped, disengaged, then walked quickly back to Grange.  “There’s something unusual here.  Do you feel it?” she asked.
 
   The boy shook his head.  “Unusual bad?” he asked.
 
   “No, not bad, maybe.  Just,” she paused, then shook her head.  “A different pull from the source,” she mumbled.  “You go up there and have fun,” she urged, then leaned in and kissed his cheek, before returning to the waiting group.
 
   Alone, Grange walked forward to the stage, while the seats filled steadily with the house guests.  He took a spot on the stage, as a kind servant brought a jug of water and a glass for him.  Grange thanked the man, then turned his back to the audience and began to warm up.  He knew the audience could hear him, but he felt more isolated nonetheless for not seeing them while he prepared for his musical performance.
 
   Satisfied that he was as ready as he could be, Grange turned and walked to the front of the small stage.  The seats were filled, and there were even a few of the younger crowd who were sitting on the grass, all looking in his direction.  He took a deep breath, as he realized that it was the first time he had been asked to perform for such a large crowd, one that was present solely to focus on him.
 
   He took another deep breath, then focused on his flute, and started playing the first dance tune he had learned while traveling with the High Meadows crowd of apple pickers.  It was a lively tune, one that he had learned by listening to Breeze hum in his ear in an apple orchard, and he hoped it would enliven the crowd and set an energetic tone.  The first bars of the music ran off his fingers and out towards the crowd, with no noticeable reaction, until Garrel started to softly clap his hands in time to the music.  Deana joined him, and then Ariana and Selene did as well a moment later.
 
   As soon as the hostess began to clap, many of those around them began to clap as well, and the level of clapping quickly took on an infectious enthusiasm that spread in breadth and volume.  Grange continued to play the up tempo tune through its standard length, then through a short improvisational period, and then through a closing section of the traditional tune.
 
   When he finished and lowered the flute, there was a moment of silence, then a round of applause that was warm and sincere.
 
   Grange smiled in relief, and the crowd clapped for the happiness they saw in the smile, then immediately grew silent as he raised the flute to start his second tune.  He nodded to Prince Rupert, who he spotted sitting in a front row seat on one side, as he began to play the first tune that Rupert had taught him, when Grange had thought the elder man was simply a staff person on Selebe’s ship.  A strange, old man sat next to Rupert, watching Grange with bright eyes under bushy eyebrows, a tiny man, one who was thin and wrinkled and short.  He created an indelible impression, and Grange found that his eyes strayed often to look at the man.
 
   Grange played the tune just as he had interpreted it for Rupert, with a dash of improvisation once again as he played.  The heads of the audience members gently rocked from side to side in accompaniment to the music, and Grange felt pleasure in seeing that they enjoyed the music he played.   It was remarkable, he thought, that he had been a pickpocket who had just by happenstance played music with a band one night in Fortune, and now he was performing in front of an audience of nobility in the far away city of Palmland.
 
   He finished the song, then played the next, as he watched a number of servants pass among the audience members, delivering beverages to all who were present.  As that song finished, the servants lined up in the back of the audience, watching the proceedings.
 
   Grange next played another of the songs Prince Rupert had taught him, then played one of the local Palmland dance tunes that he had learned with Guy’s band, but as he did, he noticed that the audience members were growing inattentive and sleepy.  Heads began to nod and eyes closed as he was disappointed to see the lack of enthusiasm his music suddenly evinced.  Only the old man by Rupert’s side was completely alert; everyone else seemed to be wilting.
 
   The staff members at least were attentive, he noted with a touch of relief.  They were still awake, and even moving closer, coming nearer to better hear the music.
 
   That seemed a bit odd to Grange, for there were no competing sounds from the audience members, nothing to disturb or interrupt the sound of his music.  He felt a sudden premonition of fear, and his music faltered.
 
   Watch out!  Watch out! he heard the jewels scream.  Where is she?
 
   The servants all dropped the trays of glasses they held, and pulled knives from under their coats.  Grange heard a sound behind him, and turned to see a trio of men scaling the tall brick wall, dropping down into the lawn.
 
   So many!  It’s a trap! Ariana, awaken! The jewels screamed.
 
   Grange dropped his flute and pulled his sword free.  He could suddenly recognize the portions of demons that were exposed behind the heads of all the servants.  The demons were coming for him en masse, a dozen or more altogether it appeared.  His arm suddenly erupted in pain, and the jewels discharged themselves, as they ripped through the material of his sleeve and flew outward, transforming into their small female forms in midair.  There were four of them, all armed with the tiny swords.
 
   “Take him alive,” one of the demon-possessed servants ordered the others.  “He doesn’t have to be in good shape, so don’t be delicate, but take him alive,” it rasped the orders, as its eyes, and the eyes of the others began to glow with the same frightening light that Grange had seen in Breeze’s eyes, the night he had walked the girl home through the forest.
 
   Run Grange, Run!  We will hold them back! The jewels screamed in their tiny voices.  You must escape.
 
   “This one,” one of the possessed servants said at that time, pointing over to where Ariana slumped in her seat.  “That one is a power.”
 
   “Kill it,” ordered the demon that had ordered Grange taken alive.
 
   The boy heard the sound of footsteps on the small stage behind him, 
 
   “Protect her!  Protect her!” Grange ordered the jewels.  “Don’t let them harm her!”
 
   He turned and raised his sword, thankful for the training that Ariana had compelled him to endure.  Two demonic attackers were in front of a third, and Grange stabbed his sword at the demon that rode the man closest to him, making the evil creature scream and withdraw, while the man slumped to the ground.
 
   Two of the jewels descended upon the second attacker, pricking the demon with their tiny swords, distracting it and the man it controlled, so that Grange had time to slash his sword and kill the demon.
 
   “I told you to protect Ariana!  I command you to do so!” Grange shouted at the jewels, as he saw the other pair of tiny figures engaging the third man who had dropped down over the garden wall.
 
   We must protect you! The red jewel came to flutter in front of his face.
 
   “No!  Her!” he shouted the command, as he waved his hand at the red sprite, knocking it aside as he stepped into the battle with the third demonic attacker.
 
   The white jewel flew at the demon as well, distracting it as it used its long-bladed knife to block his first stab. Grange took advantage of the momentary distraction to sweep his sword recklessly back, not only killing the demon, but also slicing into the neck of its host, sending a spray of the man’s blood upon Grange and the stage.
 
   There was a scream behind him, and he turned to see a man stab a knife into Ariana’s chest, causing the girl to awaken and scream.
 
   “No!” Grange bellowed.  He shifted his feet and started to run towards her, only to falter as a beam of red light suddenly struck the man attacking Ariana.  The man stood erect, stiffened, and screamed.  The burst of red light ceased, and the man toppled to the ground.
 
   “What was that?” Grange asked out loud, as the other attackers also stopped moving momentarily.
 
   “Another fighter?  Find it; kill it!” the leader of the demons rasped in its evil voice, also astonished by the unexpected intervention of an unknown outside force.
 
   The creatures stood still, their glowing eyes roaming over the crowd, distracted from Grange and Ariana and the flying jewels.
 
   Ariana suddenly stood, rising like an eruption of forceful energy.  She reached dramatically with one hand and grabbed the knife hilt that was still embedded in her chest, then wrenched it free.  She began to glow with a bright blue light, then shrank instantaneously to a small blue figure, armed with a sword.
 
   “How extraordinary!” a voice called from the side of the crowd.  The voice was loud, but human, not the voice of demonic projection.
 
   All heads turned to see the tiny man sitting next to Prince Rupert.  The man was standing on his chair, and he held a glowing wand.
 
   A pair of demonic attackers switched course, and left the pursuit of Grange to begin to move towards the inexplicable little assailant.  The others, still numbering nearly a dozen, began to surge towards Grange again.
 
   Ariana – the flying blue sprite that had formerly been Ariana – flew at one of the demonic attackers heading towards Grange, while the red jewel flew over towards the small man on the chair, and the other three arrayed themselves in formation in front of Grange, as he backed slowly towards the garden wall behind him, stepping over the bodies of the three wall-climbers as he did.
 
   Ariana’s harrying was slowing down three of the demons, and the red jewel pestered the two demons headed towards the other man, while a half dozen continued to converge on Grange.  He stopped as he felt the wall behind him.  Sweat was beading up on his forehead and his torso, he was fleetingly aware of his shirt clinging to his back, and then the first pair of attackers were upon him, breaching the trio of flying jewels who were occupied in fighting other demons.
 
   Grange stabbed at one of the demons, and as he did so, the other attacker sliced his knife across Grange’s thigh, making him cry out in pain.
 
   He was going to have to resort to fighting the men themselves, he realized.  The effort to strike only the small target of the demon was taking too much time, exposing him to the multiple other blades that were trying to spill his blood.  With a savage swing, he sliced into the demon and the neck of the man that had cut him, then used the back stroke to kill his first target.  Two small plumes of greasy smoke rose from the demons he had killed.
 
   He detected a bright flash out of the corner of his eye, but couldn’t stop to look.  His leg was burning with pain, and another attacker came through at him, while yet another was harassing one of the jewels, freeing up another demon to come at him.  Grange used his sword to block a swift strike from a knife, then saw a blue streak, as Ariana arrived at the stage and began to harry the demon, allowing Grange to poke his sword quickly at another demon, who died as his man collapsed, unconscious.
 
   There was another bright flash of light, and then the fifth jewel, the red one, came to join the collapsing scrum around Grange.  Another knife struck him in his left shoulder, but he swung his sword desperately, killing two more men and demons, as he collapsed to one knee, still trying to stay alive, fighting the small band of the last attackers who surrounded him, each being harried by a jewel.
 
   Another bright bolt of red light flew at the bedlam around Grange, striking the head of one of his attackers, making the man’s head and its occupying demon disappear in a deadly mist of redness.
 
   The jewels outnumbered the remaining attackers, and began to double up on the last few demons, forcing them to the ground, as Grange did kill off those demons, striking at the last one savagely, then collapsing backwards, his back resting against the stone wall behind him as the jewels circled observantly, looking for any further signs of assault.
 
   Grange closed his eyes, and felt tears start to flow.  The battle had been horrible – it had been frightening, intense, and painful.  He had been pursued by a large gang of demons that had wanted to capture him alive – take him prisoner.  The thought of that fate horrified him.  And it had all been so unexpected, coming in the middle of a peaceful afternoon.
 
   He had seen what Ariana had become – what she had started from.  He had always known she was not a normal girl, but now he knew how non-human she truly was.  She was one of the powerful jewels, hidden in human guise, controlling and teaching and ruling over him; testing his heart with her beauty and closeness and unavailability.
 
   “You’re more than a musician, aren’t you?” a raspy voice asked.
 
   Grange raised his sword as he opened his eyes, and saw the little man with the glowing wand standing nearby.
 
   “Who are you?” Grange asked warily.  The man had fought against the demons, had saved Grange’s life in all probability with his energy, but he was a complete unknown, and Grange didn’t know anything or anyone he could trust right now.
 
   Do not fear harm from this one this day, one of the jewels’ voices spoke in his mind.  The five of them were still in the area, close to the two who were speaking.
 
   “I am the court wizard, Brieed,” the man replied.  “Here as a guest of Prince Rupert, expecting only to hear music this afternoon, instead of seeing the most frightening demon incursion I’ve ever heard of or read about.  And of course seeing these extraordinary beings of yours,” he gestured towards the jewels.
 
   There was a movement in the distance, near the house, then a shout.
 
   Our work is done.  We return, the jewels said together.  They all became brilliant, glowing jewels as they changed from their small feminine forms into colored crystalline entities, and then collapsed downward onto his arm, resuming their imbedding within his flesh, three colored spots, though two were missing.  Grange had not seen what had become of the blue and red, and for the moment, in his pain and exhaustion and confusion, he did not care.
 
   “Extraordinary!” the man shouted.  “How did you create them?” he asked.
 
   There were more shouts from the house, as servants came running out.
 
   “I didn’t,” Grange lowered the sword wearily.  “They attached themselves to me.”
 
   He felt ill, terribly ill.  He leaned to one side, retched up the emptiness he felt inside, then passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Grange awoke the next morning.  He was alone in a small room with a high ceiling.  The walls were white, and there was a window covered by a pair of thin white curtains.  An icon of the goddess Miriam, the goddess of domestic bliss, in whose temple Garrel and Deana had been wed, was the only ornament hanging on the wall.
 
   Grange had no clothes.  He rested under a simple white sheet, relatively comfortable in the morning coolness.  His shoulder was sore, a cotton bandage wrapped around the wound given him there by a knife, while he saw seepage leaking out between stitches along the slice in his thigh.
 
   And he saw the row of three jewels in his arm, each stone glimmering, while the baleful allure of the red stone – and the familiar blue tones of Ariana’s eyes – were absent.
 
   “There never was a girl named Ariana, was there?  I was with a cold stone the whole time,” he asked them bitterly.  “Where is she, the jewel, now?”
 
   There was a girl in that village in the mountains, and her name was Ariana, just as mine is, Grange dear.  I simply assumed her appearance so that you would allow me to instruct you as you needed, the voice of the jewel spoke to him.  It was the voice of Ariana, the voice he remembered, yet it was a colder, flatter voice now, as he entered his consciousness directly, rather than through his ears.  And I’m not far away now; I’m in a place where I can best assist you.
 
   Ariana treated you well, better than you deserved.  I think she was too soft on you.  I think that occupying a soft human body like that made her lose her strength, another voice said.
 
   Rigan, that’s not fair, Ariana protested.  I experienced life as they do, and I understood better what some of their weaknesses cause them to do, and why they act as they do.  I became better informed, not weaker.
 
   You nearly let him get captured, Rigan replied.
 
   “Stop this,” Grange said.  “She may have lied to me about who she was, but she’s not the one who sent all those demons after me.
 
   “Now tell me what happened,” he said.  “Why were there so many demons?  Is it going to happen again?  Where can I go to be safe?”
 
   You will be safe for some time, another voice spoke, one that was calmer than Ariana or Rigan.  The demons seemed to have swarmed together to try to capture you.  That must have been nearly ever demon in the world at the moment.  It will take many months for that many new demons to penetrate and come searching for you.
 
   “So the blue stone is nearby – and where is the red stone?” he asked.  “Is she going to come and start to be the new Ariana?”
 
   The jewels were silent.
 
   “Are you in here talking to yourself?” the door opened abruptly, and a woman walked in the room.  She was dressed in white, a matronly woman who vaguely reminded Grange of the sisters who had run the orphanage in which he had been raised in Fortune.
 
   “Where am I?” he asked.
 
   “This is the palace hospital, provided by the kind charity of the king of the land.  You were brought here by the court wizard, Brieed.  I’ll send word to your master that you’re awake and recovering nicely,” she said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Now, let me take a look at your injuries,” she said, and to his horror, she pulled his sheet off before he could grab it.  His whole body was exposed to her scrutiny, without a stitch of protective clothing.
 
   Grange felt a blush heating his cheeks, and he closed his eyes in embarrassment.  Seconds later though, the nurse pulled the sheet back into place over his body.
 
   “We’ll put some brandy on that cut in your leg to clean it out.   It’ll burn, but it has to be done.  You probably were out drinking brandy or something like it when you got in your knife fight and got hurt,” the woman told him.
 
   “He’s not my master,” Grange blurted out.  “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll get dressed and leave the hospital,” he told her.
 
   “Dressed in what?” she asked.  “You don’t have any clothes.
 
   “What are those?” she asked abruptly, seeing the jewels embedded in his arm.  She started to reach for his limb, but he hastily slipped it under the sheet.
 
   “You clearly are his apprentice if he’s done such a thing to you; the wizard personally escorted you in here,” the nurse said.  “I’ll send for him, and I’ll send someone to put some brandy on your leg.  You stay here and stay still in the meantime,” she commanded, then left the room.
 
   “This wizard, is he good?” Grange asked the jewels, hoping for information.
 
   He is not evil, the jewels said.
 
   “What can you tell me about him?  What is a wizard?” Grange asked.
 
   A wizard is one who is born with the potential to reach the energy of the spirits, one of the jewels said.
 
   “Are you wizards?” Grange asked.
 
   The jewels howled in laughter.
 
   No, we are who we are, Ariana’s voice answered.
 
   “Ariana,” Grange started to speak, then paused.
 
   What is it Grange? The jewel asked.
 
   “Can you come back to me?” he asked.  “Will you come live with me again?”  He had to ask.  Even though he was angry and upset at the realization of the subterfuge that had been practiced on him, he had suddenly realized that he faced the prospect of going back to an apartment with Deana and Garrel, one in which he would sleep in a room alone, and often be alone, whenever the two newlyweds were not available to socialize with him.  He would be lonely, and Ariana was the relationship that had held loneliness at bay – she had been a companion, and much more.
 
   No Grange, I cannot, she answered in a voice that sounded less cold.  You did very well at learning the lessons I needed to teach you.  You do not need me any longer, my dear.
 
   “He’s talking to himself again,” a young nurse entered the room.  She was a round-faced girl with an ample bosom and a stout build, who might have been pretty if she had smiled, but she didn’t smile.
 
   She held a glass bottle in her hand, and pulled a glass stopper out of it as she entered the room.  “We’ll take a look at those knife fight wounds you got,” the nurse said.  She too swept the sheet away without batting an eyelash, and proceeded to pour a few drops of the brandy onto Grange’s leg.
 
   The alcohol began to immediately burn, as the nurse pulled a cotton ball out of a pocket, and began to dab it upon the wound, spreading the brandy’s heated effects while soaking away some of the seepage that sat on top of the wound.
 
   “Now,” she said as she swept the sheet back up over his waist, “let’s look at the shoulder.”  Her fingers picked at the knots that held the gauze padding in place on his shoulder, and she pulled it away.  The edges of the ugly-looking wound were red, and she immediately tipped more of the brandy onto the wound, and swabbed it as well, then made Grange whimper as she pulled the wound open and dripped more brandy inside it.
 
   “There now, we’ll leave that open to get some air.  You rest and don’t try to move around,” she advised, and she gave a perfunctory smile, then left the room.
 
   “You should see the jewels in his arm,” Grange heard her speak to someone as her voice faded. 
 
   He gave a sigh, then carefully rose from his bed, and limped over to the window.  The sun was rising outside, adding light to the landscape.  Grange stared about.  He was up on a high floor, perhaps the fourth or fifth floor, he guessed, giving him a nice view of the land to the south of the hospital building.  He saw a large stone wall, standing seemingly taller than Selebe’s had, and across the wall he saw a bright green formal garden, with flower beds blooming with brilliant colors.  Beyond the garden was a massive palace, one that had towers rising as high as his own elevation, or even higher.  Most of the palace building though was slightly shorter, and it ran off in all directions, covering a vast swath of land.
 
   The door opened, and a third woman walked in to the room, with Grange once again revealed without clothes.
 
   “Could you people knock on the door before coming in?” Grange asked, holding the curtain in front of himself.
 
   The nurse was much more attractive than the first two who had entered the room, and she wore a Cheshire cat grin, amused at his discomfort.  Her hair was a deep, auburn red, worn in a single think braid.
 
   “You’re the jewel, aren’t you?” Grange accused.  He was sure she was.  The red jewel was missing, and a mass of flaming red hair was atop the beautiful girl who had walked in on him.  No longer concerned about his modesty, he let the curtain go, and began to walk towards the nurse.
 
   He saw her eyes flicker up and down, then remain steady on his face.
 
   “I’ve been sent by Brieed to check on you.  If you think you’re ready, I’m supposed to bring you back to his quarters in the palace,” the girl said.  “Clothed, I had presumed.”
 
   Grange walked over to the bed and sat, still troubled by the limp in his injured thigh.  The door opened and the nurse who had administered the medicinal brandy on his wounds entered.
 
   “You shouldn’t be sitting up,” she said in exasperation.  “You shouldn’t be walking about either; have you been?” she asked in an accusing tone.
 
   “Grace, what are you doing here?” she turned to face the redheaded visitor.
 
   “I came to check on him.  Can I take him back to Brieed’s quarters?” the girl asked.  “My master is anxious to have him safely under control.
 
   “Could you at least give him a pair of pants to wear?  He’s strutting around here like a rooster,” she added with a smirk.
 
   Grange blushed, as he realized that the girl was evidently a true resident of the palace quarters, neither another nurse nor a new jewel intruder in his life.  He flicked the sheet over his lap.
 
   “Can you walk on crutches?” the nurse asked Grange, who nodded.  
 
   “I don’t have time to watch over him all day to try to keep him in bed,” she told Grace.  “If you’ll escort him to the wizard’s quarters, and make him stay still over there for a day or two, we’ll release him to your care.”
 
   “And you’ll provide some clothes?” Grace repeated her question.
 
   “You’re so fussy!” the nurse laughed.  “Alright.  Keep your boy in bed – properly, mind you – and I’ll be back with something for him to wear.
 
   “And make him tell you about those jewels in his arm; I want to hear his story,” she added as she backed out of the room.
 
   The girl stood looking at Grange, who was still blushing deeply.
 
   “Look at you!” she laughed.  “No matter where I look, there’s something to see – the wicked slice in your shoulder, the cut in your leg, the red in your face, the spots on your arm, and then,” she stopped and grinned as her eyes dropped down, making Grange’s blush linger.
 
   “Our master won’t tell me anything about you, but he’s very excited to have you come,” the girl said.  “So your name is Grange?
 
   “Go ahead and lie back to rest, and pull that cover up over you, for goodness sake,” she said.  “I’ll come sit on the edge of the bed since there’s nowhere else to sit, if you’ll promise not to flaunt yourself.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Grange said in a very low voice.  “I thought you were someone else.”  He desperately wished there was a way for him to sink through the floor and disappear.
 
   “Because you think there’s some other girl who wants to watch you walk around like that?” Grace asked sarcastically.
 
   “So tell me about the jewels in your arm,” she said.
 
   “What did the wizard tell you?” Grange asked.  He was reluctant to reveal anything about the jewels and their unbelievable story, though a girl who worked for a wizard would be likely to be less incredulous than most people.
 
   Grace hesitated for a fraction of a second.  “My conversations with him are private,” she finally deflected Grange’s question.
 
   “And my jewels are private too,” Grange shot back.
 
   “Not the way you’ve been flashing them,” the girl answered instantly, and Grange blushed.
 
   “Stop that!” she barked.  “It’s like you’re an open book!  Doesn’t anyone from Southgar know how to hide their feelings?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not from Southgar,” Grange answered sullenly, just as the door opened, and the nurse returned with a loose robe.  
 
   “This was the easiest thing I had for him to wear,” she advised as she handed the robe to the red-headed girl.
 
   “Here, come put this on,” the girl held the robe out for him, luring him to leave the cover of the bed sheet.
 
   Grange wrenched the sheet free as he lunged for the robe, but Grace raised it just a few inches above his reach, and he fell on the floor, then felt the robe fall atop him as the girl released it.
 
   “Will you be able to walk to the palace, or should I have a pair of orderlies carry you back?” she asked.
 
   Grange pulled the robe on, and stood up.  “Did any of my belongings come with me?” he asked.
 
   “The wizard collected some things – a whistle and a sword, I believe,” Grace finally said something that Grange was pleased to hear.
 
   “I think I can walk, if you’ll just go slowly with me,” he answered her prior question.
 
   “Come along then,” Grace opened the door and stepped out.
 
   Grange followed her, through the hallways at a slow pace, and even more slowly as they descended several flights of stairs.  She led him through the security at the gate in the palace wall – her reputation as an apprentice to the wizard was enough to provide easy passage.  
 
   She seemed to change once they were in the palace grounds.  “Here, hold my hand now,” she instructed, reaching out to intertwine her fingers with his.  Her digits were small and delicate, making Grange more acutely aware of her femininity, and reminding him of Ariana, as the girl she had been during the many weeks they had lived together.
 
   “Do you have a girl friend?” Grace asked him, seeming to sense something of what was on his mind.
 
   “No, not exactly, not anymore,” Grange replied.
 
   “Then do a favor for me,” she said.  She leaned over against him.  “Put your arm around my shoulder.  When we pass those two guards up ahead,” Grange noted the men wearing flamboyant palace uniforms, “give me a kiss.”
 
   “What is this about?” he asked, perplexed.
 
   “Just do it,” Grace hissed as they drew closer to the guards.
 
   Grange released the hold on her hand, then uncertainly swung his arm up around her shoulders, wincing in pain from the movement of his own injured shoulder.  He turned his head and kissed the side of her cheek as they drew even with the guards.
 
   “More,” she said softly, without moving her lips.  They were even with the guards, and Grange saw that the two men were observing them, particularly Grace, with extensive scrutiny.  Grange bent his head lower, then reached around with his free hand and tilted her face around towards his, directing their lips together, in a kiss that was firm, then changed, as the girl parted her lips slightly and let her tongue circle inside his mouth.
 
   Grange was walking on, his eyes were closed, and the only thing he was aware of was the taste and the moistness of Grace’s soft lips.  He was astonished by the event, and when he felt her lips pull away from his, he opened his eyes to see that she had a look of dazed astonishment that exactly matched what he felt.
 
   “There you are,” the voice of the wizard sounded distantly.  Grace opened her eyes, then they widened in shock as she looked at Grange.  She pushed his hand away from her cheek and looked up at a window in the closest wing of the palace, where she spotted Brieed.
 
   “Take your arm off me,” she practically snarled the words.
 
   Grange started to comply, but Grace immediately changed her mind.  “No keep it around my shoulder; I’ll tell him I’m supporting you.”  She added to the guise by wrapping her own arm around his waist, and they entered the building, then slowly climbed the stairs up to the third floor, while Grace did actually help him ascend.
 
   “This is it,” Grace said softly as they left the stairs at the third floor landing.  A pair of tall bronze doors cordoned the staircase off from the hallway and rooms beyond.
 
   “Where are the guards?” Grange asked.  The doors indicated that security was needed, and they appeared too heavy for a girl like Grace to open.
 
   “We don’t need guards,” Grace said smugly.  She pulled a short wand from the bosom of her gown, then pointed it at the doors.  She stared intently at the doors, then began to softly chant a series of words that were foreign to Grange, though they held some faint element of familiarity
 
   Ah, he heard one of the jewels sigh softly.
 
   The wand glowed, then a soft, diffuse aura of light broadcast out and struck the doors, and as it did, the doors swung open.
 
   “You’re a wizard too?!” Grange exclaimed.
 
   “I’m getting close,” Grace answered smugly as she placed the wand back in its place.  “I’m the second best apprentice.”
 
   “How many apprentices are there?” Grange asked.
 
   Grace frowned.  “Two.”
 
   “Three, now,” another voice said.
 
   “And you can take your hands off her,” a young man said, a man who appeared to be ten years older than Grange.  A man who had red eyes.
 
   “You!  You’re the red jewel!” Grange accused the man.
 
   “We are supposed to take you to the master, not listen to some crazy nonsense,” the man said.
 
   “He’s got some obsession with the ‘red jewel’ talk.  He called me that too,” Grace said.  She disentangled herself from his grasp.
 
   “Let’s go see the wizard,” she told Grange in a neutral tone.
 
   “Aren’t you going to introduce us?” the man asked Grace.  “Since you’re not, I’m Eli, the number one apprentice,” the man boasted to Grange.
 
   “You look pretty old to be an apprentice,” Grange expressed his opinion, dissatisfied by the swagger the man displayed.
 
   “We’ll see how long you last, let alone how long you spend trying to learn anything,” Eli smirked.  “Then I’ll consider listening to your opinion about how old a wizard’s apprentice should be.”
 
   “The wizard sent me to get him.  He means something to the little man,” Grace argued.  “And Brieed doesn’t pick people just for their good looks, so the boy must have some potential.”
 
   “Haven’t we seen this before?  A new apprentice brought in, only to wash out and be dismissed in a matter of weeks?  This pale fellow’s nothing different from them,” Eli answered.  “Now, let’s go.”  He turned and started to walk away.  Grace followed him, and after a moment’s hesitation, Grange started to slowly trail after the pair.
 
   They passed a number of open doors stretched along the lengthy hallway, and Grange glanced into the spaces, curious to see what the wizard used so much space for.  In one room he saw three scribes busy at desks, copying papers, while in another room he saw rows of beakers and pestles and mortars, lined on shelves and scattered on desks.
 
   They walked halfway down the length of the hallway, then stopped at a door and knocked.
 
   “Enter,” Brieed’s voice called out.  Eli opened the door and led the way into an astonishing chamber.  The room was very large, and filled with material in every possible spot.  The walls were lined with bookshelves and specimen display cases, while a series of work tables were covered with papers, bottles, animal pelts and stony minerals, and in one corner of the room, a glowing ball of light hung in the air.
 
   “There’s my musician,” Brieed exclaimed happily.  “Thank you for fetching him, Grace.  You two are dismissed,” he waved at Eli and Grace.
 
   “Do you want us to take him around the works, show him to a room, anything?” Eli asked.
 
   “I’ll call you when I need you,” the wizard answered.  “Here, have a seat,” he turned his attention to focus on Grange, then pointed at an empty chair.
 
   Grace and Eli looked at one another, then shuffled towards the door.
 
   “Grace, thank you,” Grange said as he watched his guides depart.  She twitched her fingers at him as she looked at her master, then the two of them were out the door.
 
   “Go on, have a seat.  Get off that leg.  I saw how much help you needed from the girl to walk over here.  Not to mention, I saw that gash in your leg when you fought at Selebe’s garden.
 
   “Here,” the wizard spoke as Grange gratefully sat down and extended his leg to ease the tension in its injured muscles.  Brieed picked up the flute that Grange had carried with him, and handed it to the boy.
 
   “Go on, play something.  I want to see you conjure forth those elementals,” the wizard urged.
 
   “It doesn’t work like that,” Grange replied, holding the instrument.
 
   “How does it work?  Call them forth; I’d like to speak with them,” Brieed said eagerly.
 
   “I don’t call them forth,” Grange said.  “They only come when demons attack.”
 
   “Is that something that happens often?” his host asked quizzically.  “You’re a magnet for demonic gatherings?”
 
   “More often that you’d think,” Grange muttered.  “Four or five times since winter began.”
 
   “Why would demons attack you?  Who are you? How did you find those jewels?” Brieed was full of questions.
 
   Grange looked around the room.  It appeared to be a place of power; the wizard was someone who seemed to have found ways to use great energy himself.
 
   “What happened to everyone at the concert at Selebe’s garden?  Why were they all asleep?” he asked.  “Did people recover?”
 
   “As I’m sure you suspected, they were all given drinks that had powerful agents mixed in, and they all fell soundly asleep.  When they belatedly realized what happened, the servants from the house called the city guard, who came and took away the bodies of all the men you killed, since the battle was over by then.  We told them it was a robbery attempt, and that you had heroically fought the entire gang off.  By the time Selebe and his guests awoke, most of the cleanup was finished.
 
   “And I had you taken to the hospital under my care,” he finished.  “So now tell me, since I’ve answered your question, answer mine, and tell me why demons would be on the hunt for you?  What have you done to stir their interest?”
 
   Grange gave a sigh, and began to tell a short version of his story, beginning by describing himself as a worker in the canal tunnel, not mentioning his role as a prisoner or his past as a pickpocket.  He described the first battle with the demon that possessed Breeze, and the training under Ariana, the jewel posing as a human.  He did not reveal the jewels’ claim that a great invasion of demons was coming, but simply told the story of arriving in Palmland, and how he had settled into a routine in life except for the preliminary demon attacks prior to the attack at the performance at Selebe’s.
 
   “Well, all that’s over with now, of course,” Brieed said in response.  “What a fascinating story.  And so you have a sight that allows you to see the demons, without any training or special preparations?  It took me fifty years to learn to spot them, you know,” the wizard said.
 
   “It was just last year, about when my voice changed,” Grange acknowledged.  “I hadn’t seen anything like it up until then.”
 
   “It’s just as well we’re moving you into the palace with us,” Brieed decided.
 
   “I’m not sure I want to move in,” Grange replied slowly.  “I’ve got my apartment with Garrel and Deana, and my job playing with Guy’s band at the dances and festivals.
 
   “I just don’t have Ariana any longer,” he added softly.
 
   I am still here, her quiet voice whispered.  As you will come to know.
 
   “That’s out of the question.  With your knowledge and resources, you’re an obvious choice to be an apprentice wizard.  We’ll send for your things and have them delivered.  You’ll have a room right here in this hallway, where I can train you, and you’ll be right at hand when I need you,” Brieed dismissed his hesitation.  “Who knows what you’ll be able to do for us with those jewels to assist you?” he mused.
 
   “Garrel and Deana need me,” Grange said stubbornly.  He wasn’t sure that he opposed the move; it would be a good, fresh start to leave the apartment room he had shared with Ariana, he realized.  But he didn’t like having his life dictated to him by this person who was completely unknown to him, whose motives were unknown.  “They can’t afford the rent on the apartment without my share.”
 
   “I’ll send them a large payment,” Brieed dismissed the issue.
 
   “I want to play music with Guy’s band,” Grange said insistently.  “I enjoy it, and I help the band.”
 
   “So if I pay for your friends’ rent, and let you go out into the city to play music, you’ll agree to live here in the palace to study our arts?” Brieed asked, studying Grange closely.
 
   “Will I be able to practice my sword work as much as I want?” Grange sensed that he had allowed the conversation to turn into a negotiating session, and he knew that he was already losing.
 
   “There’s an armory on the palace grounds.  You can practice there,” Brieed agreed.  “That’ll throw the Guards for a surprise, an apprentice wizard showing them how to handle a weapon.”
 
   “I don’t know that I can show them anything,” Grange replied, thinking about how easily Ariana had handled and toyed with him throughout their practices.  He doubted that he would prove to meet the standards of the professional soldiers.
 
   “I saw you fight against the demons.  You’ll hold your own,” Brieed assured him with a friendly smile.  “So it’s agreed?”
 
   “Can I go back to see my lord Selebe, to apologize?” Grange asked desperately, knowing that he was only going to be able to ask for one last thing in the bargaining session.  Seeing Selebe was the only thing he could think of to ask for, pointless as it really was.
 
   “If you satisfy me with your practicing and work ethics for the next two weeks, then you’ll certainly be allowed to go see Lord Selebe,” Brieed said reasonably.  “So that’s that?”
 
   “That’s a deal,” Grange agreed reluctantly.  “Shall I go to my apartment to get my things?” he asked.
 
   “Tomorrow is soon enough,” Brieed answered.  “You go to your new room and rest your injuries,” he counseled.  He pointed a finger up at a small hole in the transom over the doorway, and screwed his face in momentary concentration, then fired a momentary flash of light that jumped from his fingertip to the hole, and disappeared.  As soon as it left his view, Grange heard a steady ringing of a bell that lasted for several seconds.
 
   “What was that?” Grange asked.  A moment later there was a knock on the door.
 
   “Come in,” Brieed said in a conversational tone.
 
   Eli opened the door.
 
   “How long has he been your apprentice?” Grange suddenly asked Brieed, still suspicious that the man with the red irises in the center of his eyes was really the red jewel that no longer was embedded in his arm.
 
   “Eli?” Brieed asked in surprise.  “Probably eleven years or more.”
 
   “You’re sure this is him?” Grange asked.
 
   “Did you call me to take this person to the asylum?” Eli asked the wizard in an exasperated voice.
 
   “Whatever your concerns are, I assure this is my apprentice Eli.  Now follow him to your new room,” Brieed told Grange.
 
   With a sigh, Grange stood up and hobbled over to the doorway.  His leg was starting to feel stiff after sitting.
 
   “Oh, one last thing,” Brieed called.  Grange turned, and the old man raised his blue-tinged sword, the one endowed with the power to kill demons, and he tossed it through the air towards Grange, who caught it by the haft, then grinned at the wizard, delighted to repossess the weapon.
 
   There was an unexpected glint of light, and Grange saw that the missing blue jewel was now firmly embedded in the very end of the handle.  The weapon felt lighter than before, easier to swing and manipulate, he decided, as he experimentally sliced it through the air.
 
   “What’s he got a thing like that for?” Eli asked skeptically.  “Aren’t you afraid he’ll try to kill us all in our sleep?”
 
   “He’s more likely to save us than kill us,” Brieed said.  “Now take him away, and return to your studies.”
 
   Eli closed the door.  “My room’s down that way,” he pointed to the right.  “We’ll find a room for you down this way,” he nodded to the left, and started walking in that direction.
 
   They walked to the very end of the hall.
 
   “This is the room for you,” Eli said.  He pushed the handle on the last door on the left, and opened it to reveal a spacious room that was in the corner of the wing of the palace, with windows on two walls.  There was a half wall divider within, and as he walked in, Grange saw that a low mattress was on the far side of the half wall, with a modicum of privacy provided by the low structure.  He walked to the windows and looked out at the landscape beyond the end of the wing, where he saw a paved yard, and the entry to a set of stables.
 
   “This’ll be fine,” Grange decided after seconds of examination.
 
   “I wasn’t giving you a choice,” Eli said.  “Now stay here and enjoy it,” the older apprentice commanded, then turned and left the room.
 
   Grange stood in the middle of his austere room.   The sunlight was streaming in through the windows on the side wall giving the room warmth.  There were no curtains, nor anything hanging as decorations on the walls, and the furniture was sparse and simple.  He went to the bed, where he laid his sword down on the floor then lowered himself onto the mattress, with a sigh of relief.
 
   Somehow he had crossed an unexpected border, and gone from his life that now looked idyllic in hindsight, living with Ariana, practicing skills and playing music, to now being caught within the apprenticeship of a palace wizard.   There would undoubtedly be wonderful things he would learn, but he wouldn’t be in command of his own life, he was sure.
 
   And to think that Eli had already spent eleven years as an apprentice!  Grange felt certain that he was going to die as an elderly apprentice in the Palmland palace.
 
   “Can you help me become free?” he asked the jewels softly.
 
   There was no response.
 
   “Ariana, can you talk to me?” he asked tremulously.
 
   The jewels were silent.
 
   Grange gave a sigh, then felt his eyes moisten at the thought of his abandonment by the jewel he had spent so much intimate time with.
 
   You are in a safe place.  Open your mind and your heart and your soul, and learn these lessons, unsettling though they prove to be, Ariana’s voice spoke.  You need this – it is part of the plan.
 
   He felt better.  At least the jewel who had once been a lovely girl had spoken to him.
 
   He closed his eyes and rested, as the room grew warmer from the northern sunlight streaming steadily into his room, and he dozed into and out of sleep throughout the late morning and into the midday.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and a young boy entered immediately.  Grange raised his head to look over the half wall, and the boy shouted in surprise.
 
   “I did not know anyone was in here, my lord,” the boy said.
 
   “Then why are you here?” Grange asked.
 
   “To tell the housekeeper if anything is needed,” the servant replied.
 
   “Yes, I need curtains, heavy curtains, to keep the sunlight out,” Grange replied.  “And some pillows and sheets for the bed.”
 
   “Are you going to stay here?” the boy asked in surprise.
 
   “Yes; why else would I want the pillows and sheets?” Grange asked.
 
   “Oh, I don’t think people like this room,” the boy shook his head.
 
   “What’s wrong with it?  Does the sunlight make it too warm?” Grange asked the obvious.
 
   “It’s the noises,” the boy said dismissively.  “You’ll just have to see what you think.”  He closed the door and left.
 
   Grange lay back down, and wondered at the statement.  What kinds of noises could occur in the room, he wondered.  He rose from his bed and walked stiffly to the windows, looking for any clue to possible sources of sounds, but saw nothing more that promised any answers or problems.  He did smell the faint aroma of food cooking somewhere, a smell that instantly aroused his appetite.
 
   He didn’t want to climb down all the stairs to look for food, but he couldn’t think of any other option, so he grabbed his flute on impulse, and put it in the pocket of his hospital robe, then started slowly moving down the hallway to the stairs.  He opened the heavy doors easily with the handle that existed on the inside, wondering how easy it would be to open them again when he returned.
 
   Each step was a long moment of activity by itself, as Grange lowered his good leg, then swung his injured leg around.  The descent down the stairs took a handful of minutes, but then he was on the ground floor, and out the door.  He took a deep breath, feeling somehow as though it was a breath of free air after serving a sentence in jail, though he’d only been in the wizard’s lair for a few hours.
 
   He hobbled slowly around, drawing stares as he walked in his white hospital robe, while he ignored the stares and followed the scent of food.  He came to a building behind the stables he had seen from his room, and found a small knot of guards and stable workers all eating skewers of meat and vegetables being grilled over a small brazier by a pair of elderly women, who twirled and flipped the food with practiced ease and speed.
 
   A few of the men looked up as Grange arrived, but most ignored him as they sat and ate their meals, swigging stone bottles that Grange guessed was ale or hard cider – perhaps even cider from some of the very apples he had picked, he thought to himself with a small grin.
 
   “I don’t have any money,” he told the ladies when he reached the edge of the brazier.  “Can I promise to come back and pay you some time?”
 
   “Where are you from?  Don’t you have any clothes?” one of the women asked.
 
   “I just got out of the wizard’s quarters,” Grange replied.  “I don’t have any clothes yet.  Just this robe and my flute,” he gave a small smile.  “And my sword back in my room.”
 
   “You’ve been in the wizard’s rooms, and you’ve come out?” one of the guards asked.
 
   “No one comes from his quarters except him,” a stableman said.
 
   “That redheaded girl came out a few times, when she was new,” a guard reminded his companions.
 
   “Yeah, until Cale broke her heart,” someone else laughed, and slapped one of the men on the shoulder.
 
   “Lucky she didn’t turn you into a head of cabbage,” someone else chimed in.
 
   “Or a turd of horse manure,” Grace’s voice spoke in an icy tone from behind the group, making all conversations and jokes cease.
 
   “Grange, come with me.  We have work to do,” she said.
 
   “But I’m hungry,” he protested.
 
   The cook held a skewer towards him, then silently nodded her head towards Grace.
 
   “Thank you,” Grange said softly.  He took the wooden stick with the food, and carefully maneuvered towards Grace’s location.
 
   “Here, let me support you, my love,” the girl told him in a surprisingly kind tone.  She took the skewer from his hand and draped his arm over her own shoulder, as she wrapped an arm around his waist, then returned the skewer to him.  They began to walk away, as Grange took a quick first bite of the food he had been given; it tasted wonderful, savory and moist and tender.
 
   The pair rounded a corner to leave the line of sight of the small meal, and as soon as they did, Grace unwrapped herself from Grange.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” she hissed.  “I ought to make a ring of flames burn your feet for this stunt.”
 
   “I was hungry,” Grange said simply.
 
   “I was hungry; I was hungry,” the redheaded girl mocked him.  “We’ll feed you when we’re ready.  Now let’s get back to our building.
 
   “We’re going to miss eating with Master Brieed as it is, because of your hunger,” she chastised him.
 
   “Where will we eat then?” Grange asked.  “And why were you so nice back there?  And why did we kiss this afternoon?  Who are you trying to trick?”
 
   Grace paused.  “Why are you so full of questions?  You’re new here.  We’ll tell you what you need to know,” she said emphatically.
 
   “We’ll go to the palace kitchen to get something to eat,” she decided.  She stopped abruptly, then switched the direction she was heading.
 
   “No,” she stopped again.  “First, we’re going to put you in some reasonable clothes, so you don’t look like an idiot, walking around in that robe.”  She began walking in the opposite direction she had begun, Grange trailing behind her, trying to keep up despite the injury to his leg.  They reached a small set of store fronts inside the palace grounds; wide doors that opened upward to expose the entire width of the shops behind each door.  All were closed already, but Grace walked up to one and began to pound loudly on the door.
 
   “Hakim, open up,” she said as she paused in her pounding.  There was no response, leading Grace to reach into the front of her gown again, and pull out her wand.  She bit her lip in concentration, then pointed at the ground level latch, and began to mutter soft words.  A flash of light shot from the tip of her wand and struck the bottom of the door.
 
   Satisfied, she placed her wand back in its hiding place.  “Lift the door,” she said to Grange.
 
   “I’ve only got one good arm!” he protested.
 
   “Try at least, before you make excuses,” Grace said in an exasperated tone.
 
   Grange squatted down, then tried lifting the wooden door, but his injured shoulder prevented him from making much progress until Grace snorted and bent down to assist him.  The door swung up and out, and the pair of them saw a young man standing in the shop behind the door, blinking at the sudden flood of light.
 
   “Why didn’t you answer, Hakim?” Grace demanded.
 
   The man inside was perhaps a boy, perhaps a young man.  He studied Grace coolly for a moment, but Grange sensed that there was also a whiff of feeling intimidated in his pose.  His eyes shifted to Grange for a moment of silent study, then moved back to Grace.
 
   “I’ve just closed for the evening,” he said.
 
   “We need some clothes for my friend,” Grace said.  “What do you have?  Just something simple for a day or two – I’ll put in on the wizard’s bill,” she said, with a slight emphasis on the word ‘wizard’.
 
   “This’ll be quick, if you do it right,” Grace added.
 
   Hakim’s eyes narrowed momentarily.  “Here,” he walked over to a wall of folded clothing items, and studied Grange.  “Try these,” he pulled a pair of blue pants from a cubby, one of an innumerable collection of storage spaces that covered the wall, “and try this,” he added, as he pulled a gray cotton shirt from another cubby, and tossed both items to Grange.
 
   Grange studied the bundles, then immediately threw the shirt back.  “I have to have long sleeves,” he said.
 
   “Afraid your arms will look too skinny and weak?” Hakim sneered.  He looked at the wall, then pulled down a green shirt.  “There, that’s your clothing, now let me close up and go; I’ve got dinner plans with a wonderful girl tonight,” he was clearly trying to goad Grace, Grange could see, though Grange had no idea about the root of the pair’s hostility.  He could see that the girl had apparently managed to establish antagonistic relationships with a number of people.
 
   “Thank you,” he said immediately.  “We’ll take these and go, won’t we Grace?” he asked the apprentice wizard.
 
   “We will not go until I say so!” she whirled to face him, her eyes flashing with emotion.  She pulled her wand free and pointed it at him.
 
   Grange took a step back, away from the girl, and held his hand up in protest.
 
   “Let’s not get excited,” he said.
 
   As soon as the words left his mouth, a spark of bright energy flew from his palm and struck the wand, blasting it free from Grace’s grip.  It twirled upwards in the air, then fell to the floor, bouncing and rolling before it came to rest. Grange was astonished – it was an act by the jewels without a doubt, one that he didn’t think was necessary.
 
   “It’s good to see someone can control her,” Hakim said.
 
   Grange turned the palm of his hand around to stare at it, amazed by the unexpected blast, while Grace’s face turned white.  She stared at him in disbelief, stooped and picked up her wand, then left the shop, running for all she was worth.
 
   He had embarrassed her and startled her, and he felt badly.  Though she hadn’t treated him with any particular consideration or kindness, she had done more for him than anyone else.  He sensed that she felt insecure, especially around men at the palace; he didn’t know why, but he didn’t want to contribute to her pain, especially when he was apparently on course to serve as an apprentice with her in the wizard’s quarters.
 
   “If I hear anything said about this, or if Grace tells me anything I don’t like to hear about you, I’ll be back, and you won’t be happy,” Grange warned the shop keeper.  He raised his palm threateningly, making the man flinch.
 
   “And thank you for the clothes.  Have a good night with your friend,” he added awkwardly, then clutched the clothes tightly to his chest and left the shop.
 
   “What was that for?” he asked the jewels as soon as he was several steps away from the shop front.  The alleyway was empty of anyone else, liberating him to speak freely to the beings that accompanied him.  “You embarrassed that girl.” He dropped the shirt, and began to pull the pants up beneath the robe.  They were loose around the waist, but he felt immensely more comfortable with the feel of trousers.
 
   She was threatening to harm you, and so we protected you, a voice, the one he thought was Rigan, replied. 
 
   “She wasn’t really a threat,” Grange protested, certain that Grace would have done him no harm.  He looked around, saw no one in sight, then removed the robe.  His jeweled arm was exposed, but there was no one present to see it.  He hastily picked up his new green shirt, and pulled it over his head.  The sleeves were too long, but that was preferable to having them too short.  He rolled up cuffs, picked up the discarded robe, and began his slow walk back to the palace wing where Brieed’s hallway awaited.
 
   The sun was sitting upon the horizon, a large red disk, when Grange got back to the doors of the palace wing.  He slowly walked upstairs, then reached the closed doors that barred entry to the wizard’s area.
 
   “Hello?” he called.  He pounded a fist on the door, but the heavy metal absorbed his thrusts with little noise produced.  Grange pushed on the doors to try to open them, but they were solidly fixed in place.
 
   “Hello?  Wizard?  Eli?” he called.
 
   “Who calls?” a voice asked from the other side of the doors.
 
   “It’s me, Grange, the new apprentice,” he replied, filled with relief that someone had come to his rescue.  
 
   “What are you doing out there?” the voice asked.
 
   “I don’t know how to open the door; I’m waiting for someone to open it.  Will you let me in, please?”
 
   There was a grunt, then one side of the door opened slowly, and Grange slipped though, relieved to be back in his quarters, without any further barrier between him and his bed.
 
   Standing beside him was the boy who he recognized had checked on his needs for linens earlier in the afternoon.
 
   “Thank you,” Grange told the boy.  “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “I thought maybe you had run away.  What were you doing out there?” he asked.
 
   “I went out looking for dinner,” Grange explained, but I couldn’t get back in.
 
   “Not much of a wizard yet, are you?” the boy asked.  “I put your curtains and things in your room for you.  Good night,” he said, then went on his way.
 
   Alone, Grange walked down the length of the hall.  The door to Brieed’s room was closed, he saw.  The door through which he had seen scribes working was closed as well; there were no sounds or indications that anyone else occupied the floor.  He’d managed to eat the skewer of food he’d gotten from the old lady – it wasn’t a lot of food, but it would be enough to tide him over, since he was apparently getting no more.
 
   When he got to his room, he slowly worked at putting the curtains over the windows, then spread the sheets upon the bed.  He took off his shirt, and picked up his flute and sword.  He laid the sword next to the bed, before he laid back in the darkened room, and began to play a simple tune on his flute, one of the quiet ballads he had learned from the villagers while picking apples on his way to Palmland.
 
   The music was relaxing, and he needed to relax.  He was in a new place, without friends, with injuries that ached and with unknown expectations for what he was going to have to do from now on, as he embarked on his unwanted apprenticeship with a wizard.  The jewels seemed to think it was acceptable, but he wasn’t so sure.
 
   He played another piece of music, one that he had learned while playing with Guy’s band in Palmland.  It too was a slower song, one that usually drove young dancers away from the dance floor.
 
   As he played, he imagined he heard a woman’s voice singing the lyrics, and as he continued to play he realized that there was indeed a voice, singing the song in a very lovely manner, hitting all the notes just right and matching her tempo perfectly to his.  The song finished, and he waited a long pause before starting another melody, also a local song.
 
   As he had expected and hoped, the voice joined with him after only a couple of bars, and sang the words perfectly.  It was a pleasure to listen to the woman sing, so much so that he lost all his worries about the future, ignored all the pains and aches his body experienced, and focused only on playing the music that the woman embellished with her talents.
 
   He finished, then began a new song, one from the mountain villages once again.  The voice was quiet, possibly unfamiliar with the tune, and so he cut the song off early, then switched to another of the local Palmland tunes, a livelier one that he imagined was played in taverns and bars, as well as at dances.  The lyrics were mildly bawdy, but humorous enough to always make him smile.  As he had hoped, the woman started singing along, and she sang with gusto.  He gave her a tempo that allowed her to play with the syllables of the words, and by the second stanza her voice grew momentarily quieter, then began to grow louder.
 
   Moments later a stream of light entered his room, and the volume of the music increased dramatically.  The singer had come to him, he realized!  She continued to sing, then closed the door behind herself, restoring the dim level of light to the room, and she walked around the half wall divider, then stopped her song in mid-note, as Grange likewise stopped playing.
 
   The two looked at one another.
 
   “You sing songs like that?” Grange asked Grace in astonishment.
 
   “You can play that well on your instrument?” the girl asked in equal astonishment.  “I never would have believed it.”
 
   “I played music for dances before the wizard found me,” Grange answered.  “Where did you learn to be such a good singer?” he asked.
 
   “I was a tavern singer before Brieed found me and brought me here for training.  I wasn’t a prodigy like you who can use his powers before his training even begins,” her voice turned bitter.
 
   Grange didn’t want to upset the delicate moment of peaceful interaction between the two of them.  “What’s another song that you like to sing?” he asked.
 
   “Do you know ‘The King and the Jester’?” she asked.
 
   “That sounds familiar.  Sing the opening,” Grange suggested.
 
   Grace hummed two bars, then began to sing in a low voice, looking intently at Grange as she did.  He could see her eyes only as two dark pools in her face in the dim interior of the room, and her expression was beyond his ability to see or interpret.
 
   He recognized the tune, though he had only played it once with Guy’s band.  He knew enough to play most of it, and so he began to accompany her, joining her as she sang through the first stanza, then easily providing instrumental support for the rest of the song.  The combination of their two musical skills felt relaxing and soothing, so much that he was able to shift his body slightly into a different posture, without causing his injured leg to twinge with pain.
 
   “Ah,” she gave a little laugh as the song ended.  “I remember so many fun times with that song.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said, and she abruptly left the room, only to return seconds later with a lit candle and a thin sheet wrapped around herself.  She had been wearing only a flimsy shift when she had first come in, Grange realized.
 
   “Now, you play a song for me,” she told him, as she placed the candle on top of the half wall, then carefully sat down on the corner of his bed.
 
   He thought about music from Fortune, songs that he hadn’t been able to play for an audience since his journey had begun, and he thought about Ariana, no longer a woman in his life.  He selected a haunting melody about a lost love, and began to play it, while Grace slowly leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes, as she let the song wash over her.
 
   “That was sad – beautiful but sad,” Grace said without opening her eyes.
 
   “Do you mind if we open a window and get some fresh air in here,” she asked.  “It really cools off after the sun goes down, and the breeze blows across the harbor.”  Without waiting for his permission, she rose from the corner of the bed and went to the windows, pulled the curtains wide, and opened the wide panes of glass.  Grange immediately felt the air start to circulate around the room as she did, a relief from the heat he didn’t realize he was sitting in.
 
   “Ah,” she said, then resumed her seat.  “Play something happier,” she commanded.  “I don’t want to feel melancholy all night.”
 
   “Do you know this one?” he asked, picking another local dancing tune that he felt confident she would know.
 
   Grace looked down in concentration, her lips pursed as she prepared to focus on the music.  After just four notes, she raised her face with a lopsided grin, and began to sing along.  They ran through the song, then finished, each breathing to catch their breath in the silence.
 
   “Can you zap those bugs?” Grace asked Grange, referring to a small swarm that had come in through the open windows.  Her hand was at her chest, where she had started to reach for her wand, before realizing that she hadn’t carried it in her sleepwear.
 
   “I don’t know how to do that,” Grange shook his head.
 
   “What do you mean?  You just knocked a wand out of my hand a couple of hours ago,” Grace said with a hint of dissatisfaction.  “Surely you can screen the bugs out.”
 
   “I don’t think I can.  I didn’t know I would knock your wand away – it just happened,” he answered.
 
   “Really?  It ‘just happened’?” Grace asked in disbelief.  “That kind of thing doesn’t ‘just happen’,” she said as she rose to her feet.  “Good night,” she said brusquely, then left the room, taking her candle with her.
 
   “See what you did?” Grange spoke to the jewels as the door slammed shut.  “You made her mad at me.”
 
   The jewels were silent, and the insects in the room were buzzing loudly as they circled and swooped in the darkened room.
 
   Grange gave a sigh, then put his flute on the floor, and slowly drifted off to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Grange awoke to the sound of Grace knocking loudly on his door the next morning.
 
   “Get up,” she spoke loudly.  He heard his door open, and saw rays of light from the lantern she held.  “We’ve got chores, and I don’t want to wait.”
 
   Grange took his time sitting up, then pulling his clothes on, determined to not let the girl feel in charge.
 
   “Hurry up, or we’re going to miss breakfast,” she told him, and he stood up to pull on his new long sleeved green shirt.
 
   “We have to start the fires, clean the equipment, open the curtains, and mix the precursors,” she told him as they began to walk down the hall.
 
   “The what?” he asked, unfamiliar with the term.
 
   “Precursors – everyone knows what they are,” Grace sniffed dismissively.  “Just follow me, and do what I tell you.”
 
   She opened one of the doors that had been closed the previous day, and started opening curtains.  “You open these in this room and next door, while I start the fire,” she instructed, then left the room.
 
   Grange dutifully opened the curtains of the windows in the room, then went to the next open door, where he found Grace striking sparks into a small metal dish atop a table.  “What are you doing?” he asked as he headed to the window curtains.
 
   “I have to ignite the Flame of Focus,” she said absently as she began to fan a thin tendril of smoke rising from the collection of tinder that rested in the slightly curved dish.  Grange watched while a single small flame arose, then grew quickly, as she fanned it and fed it more splinters and straw.  Grace took a thimble Grange hadn’t noticed, and poured its contents into the bottom of the dish, then grabbed a pinch of dark powder from a stone jar, and dropped it onto the flames.
 
   She opened another jar and used a pair of tongs to remove a small crystal, which she added to the fire, then paused.  She finally opened a beaker, and poured a thimbleful of its contents into the flaming dish, where the small fire was starting to diminish as it consumed its fuel.  Grace put the thimble down, placed both her hands together in front of her chest and closed her eyes, then uttered three words, “lasracha, thabhairt teas,” she spoke softly.
 
   As soon as she finished the phrase, she clapped her hands, and the flame instantly became an intensely bright ball of energy, hovering just above the dish’s surface.
 
   “That’s amazing,” Grange said.
 
   “Alright,” Grace gave a small smile of pleasure at the compliment.  “Let’s clean the equipment,” she motioned for him to follow as she left the room.
 
   Grange followed.  “What’s that fire for?” he asked.  “Should we just leave it there without anyone to watch it?”
 
   “It’s the Flame of Focus.  Now that I’ve started it, all of us tied to this flame can raise the energy more easily,” she grudgingly explained.  “Where’s your Flame of Focus?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t have one.  I’m not a wizard,” he answered.
 
   “I saw what you did to my wand.  Only a wizard could do that,” Grace shot back.  “Keep your secrets if you want to; it doesn’t matter to me.”
 
   “In here now,” she opened another door.  “We have to clean everything on this table,” she gestured.  “You take this bucket down to the pump downstairs and fill it with water.”
 
   “I can’t open the doors on the stairs to come back up,” Grange protested.
 
   “For the love of Shaina!” Grace burst out.  “We’re going to take more time than if I’d done this myself,” she stormed,  She handed a bucket to him, then picked one up for herself, and led the way down to the pump, which she made an elaborate show of operating to fill her bucket, then stepped aside so that Grange could fill his as well.
 
   They walked back up the stairs, lugging the buckets, as the light of the breaking dawn began to filter into the building.  At the third floor landing, Grace pulled her wand from her shallow cleavage, fired a momentary shot of energy that opened the door, then tucked the wand away again.
 
   They proceeded back to the room where their tasks awaited, and Grange lifted the buckets of water to dump them in a tank raised above his head.
 
   He turned to look at Grace, who was mixing a number of fluids from colored bottles together.
 
   Around her, the work table was spread with a variety of items they were expected to clean.  There were wide bracelets, gleaming bands of hinged metal that were wide, and etched with intricate drawings.  There were lengths of fine chains, glass beakers, a variety of balls in all sizes and colors.  Diadems, solid metal pairs of glasses that seemed to block vision, not enhance it, swathes of intricately printed clothes – all were scattered among papers and candles and metal stands that covered the table top.
 
   “Here,” Grace handed Grange a fine brush and a small pot with blue paste inside.  “Take this and this and this,” she pushed a number of metallic objects towards him, “and clean them with the paste – thoroughly – then rinse them in water, and set them on the window sill,” she directed.
 
   The brush was a small one, and Grange spent considerable time cleaning the delicate designs that were etched on the intriguing metal objects.  He rinsed them and placed them in the emerging sunlight that bathed the window sill, then turned to see what else needed done.
 
   Grace was brushing the fabrics on the table, and looked at him as he stood waiting.
 
   “Let’s go get the firewood, and then we’ll be done,” she said as she set the fabric and the brush down.
 
   She led him back downstairs and outdoors, over to an area near the stables, where a squad of guards was saddling horses for a cavalry outing.
 
   Grange heard Grace give a soft groan as she saw the soldiers, looking resplendent in their splendid cavalry uniforms. 
 
   Her steps slowed, but before Grange could ask any questions, one of the guards gave a long wolf whistle, making all heads turn to look at the two apprentices.
 
   “Cale, look who’s come to wish you a good ride,” one rider said to another.
 
   “I think I like my horse better, and she’s prettier too,” Cale responded.
 
   “There’s no reason to be rude,” Grange blurted out.  He hadn’t meant to defend Grace, who he recognized was not always an amiable person, but he didn’t think there was any cause for the men to be needlessly rude.
 
   “Oh ho, she’s got a calf on her leash, does she?” Cale spoke loudly to the others, drawing laughter.
 
   “Better to be a calf than a mannerless pig,” Grange spoke heatedly.
 
   “Don’t, Grange, don’t,” Grace said.  “Let’s just go get the firewood and get back.  We don’t have to fight them,” she said in a low voice.  She had a hand on his arm as she spoke.
 
   “That’s it, Gracie girl, hold your big ferocious man calf back,” Cale mocked the pair of apprentices.
 
   “I see that Palmland doesn’t believe that manners are part of being a soldier, and maybe brains are optional too,” Grange growled.
 
   “You get out of here now with your little piece of trash, boy,” Cale stepped away from his horse and towards Grange, laying his hand on the hilt of his sword in a threatening manner.
 
   “Grange, let’s go,” Grace said.  “I’ll get in trouble if you get killed.”
 
   “It’s easy to be a bully when you’ve got a sword and the other person doesn’t, isn’t it?” Grange mocked the Guardsman.  “Who wants to lend me their sword, and we’ll see if this bully is ready to bleed,” his anger was suddenly boiling.  He’d been subjected to too much manipulation and control to too great a degree while in the palace, given no opportunity to set his own course for his life.  He was missing Ariana and all the other elements of his previous life, which itself was a displacement of the life he’d known in Fortune.  He was ready to explode, ready to take his anger out on a target, and Cale had just turned into the target.
 
   This is not good, one of the jewels said.
 
   A Guardsman with a smirk creasing his face lifted his sword from its scabbard and tossed it to Grange.
 
   “Stop, stop now!” Grace insisted.
 
   Grange stepped forward, and pushed Grace back with his free hand, as he held the sword, waiting to see how Cale would approach.
 
   He has done this to himself, let him suffer the consequences, another jewel’s voice spoke.  There will be time to intervene if we need to.
 
   Cale dropped into a fighting posture, and stepped forward aggressively, expecting to quickly disarm the unschooled wizard apprentice.
 
   “Stop this or I’ll pull my wand out!” Grace insisted shrilly.
 
   Grange lunged forward, his own sword low, then raised it suddenly.  As soon as the two blades made contact he corkscrewed his blade around Cale’s, catching the Guard unprepared for the sudden change in direction, then he jerked the swords downward, pulling the hilt out of Cale’s hand, leaving him standing disarmed and shocked as Grange stamped his foot down hard on the weapon.
 
   “So apparently members of the Guard are ineffective, in addition to being rude,” Grange sneered.
 
   “She distracted me!” Cale protested in shock.
 
   “Why are you helping him?” Grange tossed the words over his shoulder at Grace, as he lifted his foot from the sword and stepped back, gesturing for Cale to pick the weapon up.  “Do you think he needs all the help he can get?”
 
   “Now I’ll have to give him a second chance,” he exclaimed.
 
   “Do you want a second chance, or are you done here?” Grange asked Cale.
 
   The man scowled, as the other cavalry riders murmured among themselves.  Cale looked at the others for a moment, then he stooped and raised his weapon.
 
   “You keep your tramp under control this time,” he snarled as he took a defensive stance.
 
   Grange studied the man, judging his competence in comparison to Ariana, the opponent who Grange had faced so frequently.  The human embodiment of the jewel had figuratively been the stone on which he had sharpened his skills, always believing that he was inferior because Ariana had defeated him so easily.  But now, he was coming to realize that Ariana’s abilities had been an unattainable challenge, that by even coming close to them – though he hadn’t – he had reached for a level of ability that was as good as all but the best of human swordsmen.
 
   Grange attacked, striking his sword against Cale’s, seeking to disarm him again.  He didn’t want to draw blood, or not much.  He didn’t want to inflict serious injury.  But he did want to teach the man a lesson about throwing insults at Grange, and even at Grace, who might or might not deserve them.
 
   He thrust at Cale’s legs, and as the Guard tried to swing his blade down to block the attack, Grange performed the same maneuver he had used before to disarm his opponent.  Cale’s sword slapped onto the ground, wrenched from his hand.
 
   “I guess that’s settled,” Grange spoke into the silence of the stunned audience.  He tossed the borrowed sword to the cavalry rider who had lent it to him.
 
   “Let’s go get the firewood,” he said to Grace, turning to address the girl behind him.
 
   She was standing open-mouthed, staring at him in astonishment.
 
   “How did you beat him?  Was it wizardry?” she asked.
 
   “Grange!  Look out!” she screamed a moment later as Cale lifted his sword and stabbed it at Grange’s back, seeking revenge for the humiliation he had suffered.
 
   This must not be! the jewels screamed loudly.  
 
   Grange felt as though he were moving in slow motion as he turned around to see what was happening. Before he could react to protect himself, one of the other Guardsmen pulled his sword free and flipped it at Cale.  The long sword blade somersaulted awkwardly through the air, but when it struck Cale’s wrist, its point pierced his joint, knocking the man’s arm sideways, and making him shout and simultaneously drop his sword as he was thrown to the ground, leaving Grange shaken but untouched.
 
   “No one will dishonor our squad,” said the empty-handed soldier, “by attacking a man in the back.”  He strode past his shocked companions and looked at Grange.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked.
 
   Grange nodded his head numbly.
 
   “Then I suggest the two of you do whatever you came here to do, then leave as quickly as suitable,” the man suggested in a curt manner.
 
   Grace tugged on Grange’s shirt.  “Let’s do what he said.  Come this way,” she told him, dragging him along without resistance as she moved past the squad and around a corner.
 
   “Hold out your arms,” she said in a shaken voice.  He did as commanded, and she loaded several small logs and put sticks into his grasp, then picked up a few that she clutched lightly to her chest.
 
   “Just walk past them, and don’t you dare talk to them, don’t respond to them, don’t look at them,” she still sounded shaken.  “Just follow me,” she emphasized, and then she led the way back out.
 
   Cale was sitting up, attended to only by the man who had injured him.  He had a bloody cloth wrapped around his wrist as the two apprentices strode quickly past, all parties refusing to make eye contact.
 
   “Two things,” Grace said as soon as they were around the corner and out of sight of the guards.  “No, make that three.”
 
   She shifted the pieces of timber that she carried, then her free hand shot out and slapped Grange, leaving a bright red handprint on his pale skin as his head rocked back from the resounding contact.
 
   One, that was stupid, stupid, stupid,” she told him.  “There were a dozen men there, and we could have been hurt badly.
 
   “Two, how did you manage to beat him so badly?  He used to brag about how he was so good at handling a sword,” she stopped and blushed.
 
   “And three, thank you for standing up for me.  Now, let’s get back.  We may still have a chance to eat breakfast,” she finished her lecture, then turned and began to hurry back to the wizard’s hallway.
 
   Grange turned his neck and tried to rub his cheek against his shoulder, desperate to remove the sting from the girl’s stout slap.  The shoulder rub was less than satisfactory, but better than letting the shock of the slap reside undiminished.  He looked up and saw that Grace was several steps ahead of him.  With a snort, he began to awkwardly trot forward, shifting his load of wood to keep it intact.
 
   He reached Grace as they entered the building.
 
   “Why did you do that?” he demanded of her.
 
   “Here,” she said as they started up the stairs, “take these.”  She placed her small load of sticks on top of his.
 
   “Why did you do that?” he repeated.
 
   “So I could free my hands to pull my wand out,” she deliberately misunderstood his question, then raced up the stairs ahead of him.
 
   He was aggravated all over again, though he had not yet calmed down from the adrenaline rush he had experienced leading up to the sword fight with Cale.  He caught up with Grace as she stood in front of the stairwell door aiming her wand at the target above the doorframe.
 
   Grange dropped the load of wood he carried, and he grabbed her wrists with his hands.  He raised the captive hands above Grace’s head and pressed her back against the stairwell wall, trapping her in place.  He was on the tread that was one step below her, putting their faces on the same level, and he leaned in close to her to talk, while the pieces of firewood clattered loudly on their way down to the landing below.
 
   Her cheeks were flushed and her pupils were dilated.  They were both in the middle of emotional arousal, and Grange suddenly felt conflicting urges trying to direct his next action.
 
   “What are you going to do now?” she asked in a low voice, one that sounded sultry in its mocking condescension.
 
   “What are you going to do?” a different voice asked.
 
   Grange’s head turned to see Brieed standing in the open doorway, looking at the two of them.
 
   “Come in and have some breakfast.  I’ll send the servants to pick up the firewood you dropped,” he said conversationally, then turned and departed from their view.
 
   “Well, let me go, so we can have breakfast,” Grace told him.
 
   “Why did you slap me?” Grange asked one more time.
 
   “Because I wanted to.  Because you could have been hurt doing that,” she answered.
 
   “Do you need help?” a voice asked, and Grange saw a pair of servants standing on the doorway, studying him and Grace.
 
   The girl twisted her hands forcefully, removing them from Grange’s loosened grasp, then she stepped up another step above him.
 
   “Come along, Grangey dear,” she told him mockingly, then she flew up past the two servants and through the doorway, out of sight.
 
   She was infuriating.  That’s all Grange’s mind would say.  The girl is infuriating.
 
   “Can you send her away, to the other side of the world, maybe?” he asked the jewels.
 
   “No, my lord,” one of the servants answered innocently as he passed by.
 
   Frustrated, Grange trod down the stairs, picked up several of the logs he had dropped, then helped carry them up, despite the protests of the servants that it wasn’t appropriate.  They delivered the fuel to a workroom with a hearth, and then Grange received thanks and directions on where breakfast was being served.
 
   He walked down the hall, turned down a narrow side hall he hadn’t notice before, and discovered the aroma of breakfast foods wafting through the air.  At the end of the hall was an open door, the source of the enticing smells, as well as the source of voices speaking.
 
   “…he not only knocks the sword out of Cale’s hand, but then he gives the sap a second chance, and does it again!” Grace was excitedly telling someone.
 
   “He was extraordinary,” she continued, “but he could have got us killed, or embarrassed the whole wizard group if he’d lost.  I was so angry I slapped the snow-white cheek of his,” she said, just as Grange entered the room.
 
   Grace was sitting with another girl at a table close to the door, and she instantly stopped talking to look at Grange warily as he arrived.
 
   There were perhaps a dozen people eating in the room, with a trio of servants tending to their needs.  Eli and Brieed were at a table with another man, and the others in the room were faces unfamiliar to Grange, sitting in twos and threes as they ate their meals.  The servants were carrying plates that were covered in food, more food than Grange had ever seen at breakfast, except for the hearty meals that had been served to the apple harvesters during their pilgrimage across the countryside from orchard to orchard.
 
   “Come in young prodigy,” Brieed waved Grange in, though Grange saw a sour expression on Eli’s face as his master invited the newcomer.
 
   Grange stared at Grace, who worked with great effort to not look back at him, then he walked by her, giving her a subtle push as he passed her table on his way to join the wizard.
 
   “Are you ready to begin your lessons today?” the wizard asked as Grange arrived at the small round table.
 
   “I guess so,” Grange replied, having no other answer to give.
 
   “I know you have a great many things you wish to do – such as finding your musical group, visiting your old housemates, and arranging for practice time at the armory – but we’ll have to give you at least this morning’s hours to start to expose you to the practice of being a wizard,” Brieed told him, as the third man excused himself from the group.
 
   A servant came by and placed a large mug of fruit juice on the table, while another servant brought one of the loaded plates of food.
 
   Grange took a bite of the smoked fish, then responded.
 
   “I may wait to go to the armory at a later date,” he offered, certain that he’d receive a cold welcome among the guardsmen there after his run-in with Cale.
 
   “Nonsense!  You must go; I promised you that you would, and I’ll live up to the promise,” Brieed waved a hand in the air to dismiss Grange’s protest.  “I’m sure that once we have you immersed in your lessons here, and start to learn the secrets of our order, you’ll make up your own mind to cease all these other activities and focus exclusively on your rare opportunity to learn to master the use of the greater energy in the world.”
 
   “If he doesn’t apply himself diligently, he’ll never learn,” Eli spoke up, trying to sound sage with his advice.  “I’d recommend that he give up all these other ambitions to find out if he even has the potential to become one of us.”
 
   The comment from the self-satisfied apprentice was all that needed to be said to settle any debate in Grange’s mind.
 
   “I’ll see what I can learn in all areas, and then cut back on some if I have to,” he said, without revealing that he considered the wizardry lessons to be the first thing he would want to cut back on.
 
   He focused his attention on eating the plentiful food in front of him, as the others at his table conversed between themselves, and when he finished, all three of them stood up.
 
   “Come along Grange, let us begin your morning lessons,” the wizard said.  “I’ll instruct you myself this first day.”
 
   Grange followed the wizard back out to the main hallway, and they then returned to the room where Grace had started Grange’s work in the morning.  The Flame of Focus continued to glow brightly in the air just above the dish where Grace had ignited it.
 
   “Rather well done for one who is so young,” Brieed commented as they walked over to the flame.  They took seats on stools next to the table, the tiny Brieed climbing up to his perch with long-practiced ease.
 
   “So tell me, what do you see here?” he asked Grange.
 
   “It’s some kind of flame that doesn’t burn anything,” Grange answered immediately.
 
   “You’re wrong on two accounts: it does burn something, but it’s not a flame,” Brieed corrected him.
 
   “This is the energy of the world.  This is a concentration of the great force that the gods collect and use to carry out their will.  The force is everywhere, a part of every item, every person, every action that takes place around us.  And it is something that everything generates as well – the good deeds that you do, the music you play – these also generate, in a very small way, new elements of the energy,” Brieed explained.
 
   “We light this flame every morning to provide the emblem of the energy all around us, and to give us all the inspiration to see the reality of that energy.  It is our goal to harness and control the energy to carry out the wizardly duties we have,” Brieed explained.
 
   “As an apprentice, you need to learn to look at this light, to see how it is drawing in energy from the world around it; the flame is the small concentration of the energy in this room.  As you become better schooled in your lessons, you will come to see the evidence of the power that makes this flame burn.
 
   “Can you see it now?  Can you see the power flowing into the Flame of Focus?” the wizard asked.  “Look closely.”
 
   Grange was fascinated by the idea of loosely floating power at loose throughout the world, available to be used.  He stared at the flame, determined to see the power entering the small glow.  His eyes narrowed as he looked, gazing with a deep desire to suddenly see the energy.  There were small movements that he suddenly saw, but they were simply motes of dust floating through a narrow sunbeam.
 
   “I don’t see it,” he admitted after two long minutes of silently staring.
 
   “I didn’t expect you to, unless those marvelous allies of yours can do more for you than I suspect,” Brieed said.  “I’m going to leave you here for an hour so that I can run off and do a few duties, while you can study the flame and get used to the idea.”  He hopped down from his stool.  “Just focus – relax and focus,” he repeated to the boy, then he left the room.
 
   “Can you help me with this?  Is the wizard telling me the truth?” Grange asked the jewels as soon as the elder man was gone.
 
   This is your test, the jewels said together.  We cannot help you.
 
   “Does this work the way he says it does?  Is there energy floating all around us?” Grange asked.
 
   It is an approximation of the truth.  As best he is able to understand, yes that is the reality of your world, they replied.
 
   “My world?  It’s your world too, isn’t it?” Grange was disturbed by the comment.
 
   There was no answer from the jewels.
 
   Grange muttered a mild oath, then stared at the flame once again.  It was bright, too bright to truly stare at, but he looked at it nonetheless.
 
   The flame was motionless, simply a bright circle, a tiny sun in the room.  Yet despite its appearance of permanence, Grange was certain that he saw motion within it, some whirling of light inside the small globe.  He slid off his stool and slowly circled around the outside of the table, staring at the flame, and at the empty air in the vicinity of the flame, trying to detect the motions of the power.
 
   It is our power too, one of the jewels said in a most direct manner.  Consider us as you look for the energy.
 
   “Thank you,” Grange replied.  He appreciated the hint, sure that it unlocked some secret.
 
   He continued to circle as he tried to find some connection between the jewels and the flame.  He had to have the answer immediately available, he was sure, and he wanted to grasp it, to find the ability to see the flows of power.
 
   “Did you make any progress?” Brieed re-entered the room, causing Grange to jump in surprise.
 
   “No, not so far,” he said.  “I’ll keep working on it though.”
 
   “You’ll have to do that tomorrow,” Brieed said.  “You’ve had two hours here already, and there are others who want to observe the Flame of Focus.  Come along Grange,” the wizard instructed.
 
   “Two hours?” Grange asked in shock.  The angle of the sunbeams had shifted, he realized.  Even his bladder was telling him that time had passed; he suddenly felt his body acknowledge the truth of the wizard’s claim.
 
   “You’re free to go visit your friends,” Brieed told Grange.  “Here, give them this subsidy to cover the cost of their apartment,” he said as he dropped a small leather bag in Grange’s hand, “as we discussed.”
 
   “How will I return?  I don’t know if the guards will let me in, and I can’t open the doors at the stairs,” Grange explained.
 
   “Pertinent questions – come with me,” Brieed said, and he led the way down the hall to his own work room, where he and Grange had spoken before.
 
   “Here,” the old man rummaged through a drawer in a desk, then pulled out a small square of parchment, one that had a gold seal imprinted upon it.  “This will get you past any guards in the palace,” he handed the card to Grange.
 
   “Then, wait just a moment,” he stepped over to a different table, and opened a long, wide, shallow drawer, one that had rows of wooden and metal sticks lined up.  He pulled one such stick out, and Grange realized it was a wand, similar to the tools he had seen Brieed and Grace use.
 
   Brieed held the wand in both hands then raised it above his head as he quietly chanted a short formula.  The wand glowed momentarily, then returned to its previous state – a dark wooden wand with grainy streaks that circled around it.
 
   “This will open the door one time.  Use it only for that,” the wizard handed the tool to Grange, who held it uncertainly.
 
   “How will I make it work?” Grange asked.
 
   “Just point it at the target when you’re ready, then command it to release its power,” Brieed said nonchalantly.
 
   Grange took the wand, and held it in his hands for a moment.  He felt the texture of the wood grain, and he tried to feel the energy, to find heat or vibrancy, or some indication of the power that was stored within.  There was nothing; it was simply a piece of wood, as far as he could tell.
 
   He tucked it into the band of his pants.  “Thank you,” he said.  “I’ll be back.”
 
   “If you want to go find your musician friends, you may do that as well.  I’ll not expect you back here until tonight,” Brieed said.  “But tomorrow, we’ll start your training in earnest, so go enjoy yourself.”
 
   Grange grinned in pleasure.  He was going to have something like freedom, the ability for several precious hours to make his own decisions and control his own movements.  It was something he hadn’t truly had since he’d been apprehended in Fortune; in the months since then, he’d been under the control of the guards at the canal site, or under the disciplined eye of Ariana.
 
   He turned and left the office, went back to his room, and picked up his sword and flute.  Feeling armed and ready, he headed down the hall towards the stairs.
 
   “I need a hand with this.  Come here,” he heard Grace’s voice call out.
 
   “I can’t – I have to run an errand for the wizard,” he replied back over his shoulder, and he hurriedly pressed the stairway door open as he heard an indistinguishable sputtering behind him.  He ran down the stairs and out the door of the building, then stopped and took a deep breath.  He was free – the air even tasted and smelled and felt better!
 
   “Which way to the closest gate out of the palace grounds?” he asked a servant who was carrying a load of linens along the walkway.
 
   “Straight through that way to the red brick smokehouse, then go left,” the man said.
 
   Grange trotted in the direction suggested, eager to avoid any possible recall.  He found the smokehouse – both by sight and aroma – then turned left, and saw that the pathway ahead widened out into a fully paved road beyond the next set of buildings, a promising sight.
 
   He trotted in the direction of the exit, came to the intersection with the road, and proceeded on for a quarter of a mile, where he had to stop.
 
   He had to stop.  The point was an intersection.  The gate was visible just a hundred yards away, but a pair of roads inside the palace grounds came together at that point.  And on one roadway, one that was smoothly paved with closely fitted granite stones, the most smooth and durable road that Grange had ever seen, a grand procession of armed and gorgeously uniformed guards were leading a carriage that followed a solitary rider on a grand white horse.
 
   The front of the procession was just starting to pass Grange, on its way out of the palace grounds, and several servants and others along the road were standing respectfully still, their heads bowed.
 
   “Bow your head – it’s the king,” one of them hissed to Grange.
 
   A pair of the horsemen were giving him a hard, unfriendly stare, he realized, and he belatedly put his head down, observing the passing shadows and listening to the crisp sounds of the shod horses’ hooves clattering across the paving stones.  The wheels of the carriage rattled closer, and he heard a perfunctory cheer rise from those around him as the king’s white stallion rode by, a cheer that he joined in.
 
   “There can’t really be a war; I don’t know why he is taking this so seriously,” one bystander said to another as the sovereign passed and the trailing cavalry riders rode at the end of the procession.  The lead riders were already exiting through the open gates, riding into the city neighborhood beyond the palace wall.
 
   The sounds of the traveling royals faded away, and Grange resumed his journey, passing through the gates, and into the city.  He stopped at a corner shop to ask for directions, then headed across the city towards his former apartment’s location.
 
   A half hour later he was on the walk in front of his apartment, in front of the lady with the sewing store, who greeted him with a smile.  “We haven’t seen you and your lady friend in three days!  Welcome back, young sir,” the woman told him.  “There was talk that you’d be moving out.”
 
   Grange thanked her with a wan smile as he walked by.  He was going to miss the friendliness of the neighborhood, which he was exchanging for the reserved confinement of the palace.  He climbed the stairs, opened his apartment door, and found Deana alone in the apartment.
 
   Grange! Grange,” she said, then flew across the room to squeeze him with a hug.
 
   “We didn’t know what happened to you after that strange concert at the mansion,” she told him.  “We heard the story about the drugged drinks and the robbers, and you going to the hospital.  But you don’t look injured at all.”
 
   He released his hold on her, astonished at the realization that he had miraculously healed overnight.  “I guess it was the wizard,” he said, though his memory grasped for another explanation, something that he thought was sitting just outside of his consciousness.
 
   “Where’s Ariana?  Will she be here soon?” Deana asked.
 
   It was the question that he knew he was going to have to answer.
 
   “She left me,” he said hesitantly.
 
   “What?  That’s not possible!  She was so devoted to you – she had changed from who she was back in the village, become strange – but she absolutely doted on you, always wondering how you were doing and where you were,” Deana said insistently.
 
   “She said we had gone as far as we could together,” Grange replied.  “I miss her,” he added softly.
 
   I miss you too, he heard the jewel’s voice.
 
   Leave him be; you’re still one of us, still with us, still ready to help him, another jewel replied.
 
   “That’s unbelievable – and her loss!” Deana said.  “Well, welcome home.  Come in and relax.  I’m so glad you’re back.  Garrel will be delighted.  A person from the palace came by yesterday and tried to tell us that you were leaving, but Garrel kicked him out!” she laughed.
 
   “I am leaving,” he said heavily.  “The wizard has moved me into his part of the palace.  I came by to give you this money, so that you can afford the rent here,” he handed over the leather pouch.
 
   She accepted the money with a dazed look on her face.  “You’re really moving into the palace?  You and Ariana are both leaving us?
 
   “I always thought that you were going to be married someday, just like we were,” Deana’s eyes were filling with tears.  “I’ll be lonely without you here.”
 
   Grange sat down in a chair at the table, as Deana sat down too, and he listened to her talk about the hopes she had for the future of the friends together in the city.
 
   “Will you be able to come visit us?” she asked after her rambling conversation wore down.
 
   “I should be able to.  And I still get to leave the palace to play with Guy’s band, if he’ll still have me,” Grange added.
 
   “Of course he’ll have you; all the girls swooned over you,” Deana smiled at him.  “And your music is wonderful.”
 
   “I’m glad we’ll be able to see you,” she said.
 
   Grange stood up.  “I need to go find Guy to see if I can still play.
 
   “I’ll see you soon, I hope,” he gave the girl from the mountain village a parting hug.  “Tell Garrel I missed seeing him.”
 
   “Someone will come by to gather my things, I imagine,” he added, then left the apartment.
 
   He hoped they would come to see him play with Guy.  Garrel was the closest thing he had to a family member; his friend was the only person who was tied to his old life in Fortune and his new life in Palmland.  Garrel had been the person he had listened to before Ariana had taken over, he realized, and he felt a renewed sense of loneliness from the loss of his ties to both advisors.
 
   He strolled through the town to Guy’s studio, where he was admitted to see the band master as he practiced.
 
   “What did the bird leave on the sill today?” Guy asked.  “Where have you been?”
 
   “I went to the palace, and the wizard asked me to live in his compound,” Grange said.
 
   “You’re the personal musician to the palace wizard?” Guy asked in astonishment.
 
   “I, yes,” Grange decided to accept Guy’s interpretation as the story he would share with the band.  It would be easier to explain than to say he was an apprentice wizard, he decided.
 
   “Are you leaving the band then?” Guy asked.
 
   “I asked the wizard if I could continue to play with your band, and he said I could,” Grange explained.
 
   “When can you join us?  Will you be able to play every night?” Guy asked skeptically.
 
   “I can play again tonight.  I may not play every night, but I will play as many as I’m allowed,” Grange pushed to be accepted back into the band.
 
   “Very well, we’ll see what you can do.  You won’t be paid for days you don’t play, and if you miss too many, I’ll have to let you go.
 
   “We’re playing tonight at the Temple of Acton,” Guy said.
 
   “The god of war?  Is Palmland going to go to war with someone?” Grange asked, remembering the conversation from earlier, at the palace.
 
   “Skote is making belligerent noises, but we’re mostly surrounded by wilderness.  The only country we have an actual border with is Reapose, and I don’t think we’ll fight with them,” Guy dismissed the question.  “It’s just the place we’re going to perform.  We’ll play a couple of martial marches at the beginning to satisfy the temple, then we’ll make the crowd happy.
 
   “They’ll be glad to hear your flute again,” he admitted.
 
   Grange thanked him, then left the studio and started walking through the city.  It was only mid-afternoon, and he was completely free from any duties, other than playing music that night.
 
   He felt aimless, he realized.  He wanted to do something productive, something that would satisfy Ariana that he was a responsible person now.
 
   That meant either practicing swimming, or practicing his sword work, he concluded.  And he suddenly felt emboldened to try to practice in the palace armory.  He’d see if there were any repercussions from his scuffle with Cale in the morning, and he’d find out how good he was compared to the standards of the palace forces; he wasn’t going to judge them by Cale’s failure alone.
 
   His pass card from Brieed provided easy and immediate entrance to the palace grounds, and a request for directions sent him to the armory.
 
   The armory was a large, limestone building, with columns and adornments on its exterior that made it look more like a temple than a place of weapon storage and battle practice.  As soon as he walked inside though, Grange smelled the familiar odors of countless hours of men and women working and sweating in endless battle – sweat and blood were the natural elements of the building, he could tell.
 
   Grange saw a man at a desk and walked over, presenting the card from Brieed to demonstrate his right to be in the building.
 
   “I’d like to start practicing here,” he told the man, who looked up wordlessly, expecting some command or request.
 
   The man squinted one eye.
 
   “Practice what?  Magic?” the low-ranking officer asked.
 
   “Sword work,” Grange answered.  He patted the weapon on his hip.
 
   “A wizard?  Swords?  That doesn’t make any sense,” the man objected.
 
   “Here now lieutenant, I’ll handle this,” a voice called from behind Grange.
 
   Both Grange and the officer at the desk turned to see a slightly bow-legged man striding towards them.  The face was familiar, and after a moment’s recollection, Grange gasped.
 
   “This morning,” he snapped his fingers at the man.
 
   “That’s’ right – I saved your backside this morning.  Not that I have any love for you, but I believe in honorable behavior.  I’ll tell you, Cale has been demoted from the cavalry for his tussle with you this morning, and I don’t blame you at all,” the man was garrulous.
 
   He was built relatively short, and slightly stocky, almost pudgy.  There was something about him that Grange sensed he was missing, but the answer remained unknown.
 
   “It’s good to see you in here for practice work.  That impresses me.  Come with me and we’ll give you a few tests to see what we need to work on,” the new arrival said.
 
   “He’s yours to play with Brielle,” the officer at the desk announced.
 
   “Brielle?” Grange repeated.  It was a woman’s name, at least in Fortune it was.
 
   The man bristled instantly.  “That’s my name; want to make something of it?” he asked
 
   “No,” Grange replied hastily.  “I’m just not from around here, so I don’t know the names folks use in Palmland.  I don’t know all the music here either,” he lifted his flute to demonstrate his musical interest.
 
   “I’m not asking you to play music.  Do you want to practice weapons or not?” Brielle asked.
 
   “Yes, yes, thank you,” Grange replied.
 
   Follow me then,” Brielle turned and began to walk into the depths of the armory, with Grange rapidly scuttling along to catch up.
 
   “This is nice of you,” Grange said as he walked alongside Brielle.  They left the cave-like hallway and entered a very high-ceilinged open space, one with rafters far overhead, and three levels of windows admitting an abundance of light into the vast space, in which dozens of matches were taking place – men and women were fighting with swords, staffs, knives, and strange rope-like weapons Grange had never seen, while at one end of the room there were archers firing arrows at targets as well.
 
   “Women are allowed to fight in the Palmland Guard?” Grange asked, distracted by the sight of a shapely girl who was acrobatically practicing the use of a staff to fight against the shadows she cast on the wall.
 
   “You have less brains than that sword of yours, don’t you?” Brielle asked angrily.
 
   She’s right, you know, Ariana spoke to him.
 
   Brielle’s features seemed to virtually shift in front of Grange – though they didn’t move at all, as he looked at his presumptive instructor, and realized that the soft facial features and the unmanly body shape he had observed were in fact clearly the features of a female.
 
   “I’m sorry, that was stupid.  My mistake,” Grange felt mortified.  “Obviously you and her and others are women here practicing.”
 
   Brielle stared at him through slitted eyes, then suddenly laughed.  “Look at you change color!” she snorted.
 
   Grange could feel the blush in his cheeks…and his neck… and even up to his forehead.  He had blundered terribly, he knew.  He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, then felt a whack on his shoulder.
 
   “Get over it, soldier.  All’s forgiven; at least I don’t have to worry about you wanting to ravage me, apparently,” Brielle put an end to the matter.  “Let’s go down there and see how you use the staff,” she pointed.
 
   “I came to work on my sword work,” Grange protested.
 
   “I saw how you handled your sword this morning; I know what your deficiencies are,” Brielle replied, drawing a growl of displeasure from Ariana, which Grange heard rumble in his head.  “I want to see how you handle other weapons.”
 
   Grange shrugged and followed the woman along the edge of the wall, to a rack of staffs that were lined up against the wall.
 
   “Grab a helmet from the locker,” Brielle ordered.  “And get a padded jacket too,” she grabbed a staff and pointed it at a door in the wall.  Grange opened the door and found a plentiful supply of helmets, jackets, and even leg paddings.  He pulled out materials for himself, then pulled out extra and held it out to Brielle.
 
   “I don’t need any,” she laughed.  “You’re not going to be able to do any harm to me.  We just need to make sure you don’t get too banged up during our little test – put your things on.”
 
   Grange sniffed, but donned the helmet and jacket, then took the staff Brielle offered him.   He followed her to an unused practice pad.
 
   “Now, use the staff to try to touch me,” Brielle told him.  She stood in a relaxed pose, holding the butt of her staff on the ground.
 
   “Get ready,” Grange told her, dropping into a wary crouch, his right hand holding the longer portion of the staff.
 
   “I am ready,” Brielle assured him.  Grange feinted a strike with his left hand, but Brielle didn’t react.  He stepped forward and feinted again with his right hand but the woman stayed in her casual pose, mocking him, he felt.  He reacted by stepping forward and swinging the left end of his staff downward towards her shin, only to suddenly find himself spinning, then laying on his back, looking up at the ceiling. 
 
   He twisted his head and saw Brielle still standing in a casual pose, her staff position only slightly modified.
 
   “Did you do that?” he asked in surprise.
 
   “No, it was some little flying fairy,” she mocked him.
 
   Grange climbed to his feet and stood crouched in front of Brielle, warily watching her.  “What did you do?” he asked.
 
   “Try to touch me again, and then we can discuss it,” the guard replied.
 
   Grange balanced his staff evenly between his two hands, watching Brielle’s eyes as he warily waited to see how she would strike him.  She held her staff in the same pose she had used before, a relaxed open, seemingly vulnerable position.
 
   Grange decided to strike immediately, rather than feint.
 
   He at least was able to see her counterstrike launched towards his feet, before he was knocked to the ground again.
 
   “You’ve never used a staff before, obviously,” Brielle stated.
 
   “I didn’t know it was a weapon,” Grange protested as he rose to his feet again.
 
   “Everything’s a weapon.  Your hands are weapons; the floor’s a weapon; even the air can be a weapon.  Swords are just the pretty weapons boys wear to impress girls,” Brielle said flatly.
 
   “Put your staff away, and let’s go test the other tools,” she said.
 
   They walked to an area near the archers.  “Have you ever thrown a bola?” the guard asked.
 
   “A what?” Grange was unfamiliar with the weapon.
 
   “This,” Brielle picked up a length of rope longer than Grange’s arm, with wooden balls tied to either end.
 
   “What does it do?” he asked, totally baffled by the simple tool.
 
   “This,” Brielle casually began to swing the rope in a circle three times, then released it, so that it flew through air, twirling around an unseen axis, before it struck the legs of an empty stool.  The weights at the end of the rope wrapped themselves around the legs and their momentum easily knocked the stool on its side.
 
   “This can be used to tangle the feet of an opponent, knocking them to the ground.  With heavy metal weights, or with blades implanted in the weights, the Bola can be used in a more deadly manner,” Brielle said conversationally.  “I presume you’ve never thrown one?” she asked.
 
   Grange shook his head.
 
   “What about knives?” Brielle asked.  “Archery?” she further inquired as he shook his head.
 
   “Just swords?” she made it sound insufficient, as Grange nodded his head.
 
   “Let’s start working with the knives today,” Brielle decided.
 
   Just like that, Grange felt like his one small portion of independence was gone, and he was once again under the control of someone else, someone who would decide for him what he would do, where he would go, and how he would act.  Of course, as soon as he returned to Brieed’s hallway, that would be true there as well, he reflected regretfully.
 
   He followed obediently behind Brielle, and they arrived at the knife-throwing range as he went off wool-gathering about his freedom.
 
   “Do I need to keep wearing this padding?” he asked.
 
   The woman laughed.  “Heavens no; we’re not going to use you for target practice.  Take it off; make yourself comfortable,” she urged him.  She opened a drawer in a large case, and pulled out a set of four heavy metal knives.
 
   “These are the throwing knives,” she handed one to him, and held one herself.  “This is how you hold one,” she demonstrated the grip, and the lesson began.
 
   Two hours later, Grange called an end to the lesson.  “I have to go join the band to play music tonight at Acton’s temple, and my fingers are cramping up from all this knife-gripping,” he complained.
 
   “You’ve barely begun,” Brielle protested.  She unconsciously emphasized the point by poking the metal knife against Grange’s chest, though not so strongly as to draw blood.
 
   “I’ll come back tomorrow,” he impulsively promised.
 
   “Really?  You’re not just saying that?” Brielle doubted him.
 
   “If you’ll let me have at least some time with the swords, I promise I’ll return tomorrow, and every day I can,” he said earnestly.
 
   “Go on with you then,” Brielle said.  “Put your pads away on your way out.”
 
   He thanked her and departed from the armory, strolling quickly through the showers to wash away the sweat and grime of practice, glad there was no one else present to see the three jewels on his exposed arm.
 
   “I suppose you’re pleased I practiced,” Grange grumbled to the jewels.
 
   It is good.  You must defend yourself, and you must be prepared for when the great battle comes to you, the jewels responded.
 
   “I hope it’s not anytime too soon.  I couldn’t make a knife stick in a barn door if it was within an arm’s length,” he sighed.  He had no towel, so he pulled his clothes on over his damp skin, then left the armory and palace grounds, and arrived at the plaza in front of Acton’s temple just as Guy and the drum player were starting to set up.  A number of people were already gathered around, tables were numerously spread, and vendors of food and drink were positioning themselves to serve the public.
 
   As the band members arrived, Guy sent one of them with Grange to go over the first two songs, the marches he had promised they would play.  The songs were jaunty tunes but simple ones, and when the musical proceedings began, Grange made few errors – which in any event were effectively drowned out by the rhythmic clapping of the audience as they accompanied the musicians.
 
   Afterwards, the dancing music began, and Grange happily played along with the familiar tunes, until the band took its first break.
 
   “Grange, we’re glad you’re back!”  a pair of girls younger than he was giggled and smiled at him, then ran off into the crowd.
 
   “See, I told you the audience missed you,” Guy laughed, while Grange blushed faintly, glad that the darkness of nightfall masked his embarrassment.
 
   Only one other thing unsettled Grange during his return to the band.  High atop the front of the temple, standing and looking down upon the plaza where the festival was held, stood an imposing statue of Acton.  The god of war stood with a raised sword in one hand and a shield in the other, ready to slaughter and fight.  His eyes though, seemed to Grange to glow, and to be focused squarely on him.  All through the night he felt as though the god was looking down upon him, judging and weighing him to determine if he was worthy and capable of standing at the temple.
 
   When the music ended he accepted his handful of coins and directions for the following night’s show, then hurried back to the palace, through security, and up to the floor where Brieed’s quarters awaited.  The loaded wand effortlessly responded to his command to open the door, making him smile with momentary delight, and then he was back in the hall of wizardry and on his way to bed.  His fingers were cramped from the long work of knife-wielding and flute-playing, and he was tired.
 
   Grace’s door opened as he quietly walked by.
 
   “Where have you been?” she asked.   The girl stepped out into the hallway, wearing only the light shift she had worn the night before.  In the light of the hall lamp Grange could see her more clearly, and could see the feminine features of her body more distinctly as well.  He looked at her, then tried to look up, to keep his eyes focused on her forehead or higher.  She noticed the movement of his eyes and crossed her arms tightly over her chest.
 
   “Well, where have you been?  You smell smoky,” she added.  “You’ve been out at some wild party, haven’t you?”
 
   “I was playing my flute in a band at a temple function,” Grange slightly sanitized the description of his event.
 
   “I was going to sing with you again tonight.  I’ve been waiting up, and we’ve got to get up early again tomorrow to do the chores.  Come in here and play two quick songs, then we’ll call it a night,” she turned and walked back into her room, letting Grange take a speculative peak at her figure again as he followed her into her own chambers.
 
   Her room appeared to be smaller than his, but a full wall divided it into two separate rooms, and they stopped in the first space, a place with chairs and tables.  Grace pulled a wrapper around her shoulders and draped it over her chest, then sat down in one low chair and pointed to another for Grange to sit in.
 
   “Did your ‘band’ play temple music?” Grace began to interrogate Grange.
 
   He was tired, and he decided he was just going to get past whatever battle Grace was prepared to initiate.  The sooner it was finished, the sooner he could sleep, he concluded.
 
   “We played at a festival in front of Acton’s temple,” Grange admitted.  “It was mostly dance music.”
 
   “I went to that festival when I was young,” Grace replied, in a relaxed tone of voice.  “That’s a popular festival; only the best bands get invited to play there.
 
   “Start to play one of the dance tunes, and if I know it I’ll sing along; if I don’t, I’ll tell you to choose another song,” she smirked at her decision to control the circumstances.
 
   Grange didn’t mind. He concluded that his acquiescence would let them carry out the mini-concert in the shortest possible time, so that he could go to his bed and rest.  He raised his flute, and started to play a quick-paced dance step, one that just hours earlier had brought hordes of men and women into the center of the plaza to dance when Guy’s band had played it after a break.
 
   Grace smiled, then began to sing the lively lyrics immediately.  Her voice was good, Grange thought distractedly; it wasn’t a great voice, but there seemed to be some particular harmonic affinity between her voice and his flute that caused the combination of the two to be greater than the sum of the parts.  He felt better as he played and listened to Grace – even his cramped fingers seemed to relax as his entire body responded pleasantly while the music played on.
 
   The song came to an end, and Grace smiled gently.  “Let’s sing something slower now,” she suggested.
 
   Grange complied with a soft ballad.  He saw Grace’s face change to a momentary blank expression as the notes began to flow from the flute, then a wistful expression, then she began to sing the lyrics to the song.
 
   It was a peaceful love song.  Like many of the tunes he had learned in Palmland, Grange did not know the words to this ballad, so he listened to Grace sing about the girl who went to the harbor every morning, waiting for her lover’s ship to arrive, showing up day after day as the seasons changed and the ship never returned.
 
   When the song finished, Grange lowered his flute.  “That’s too sad a tune to end with.  Shall we play one more?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, let’s,” Grace agreed with a smile.  Grange raised his flute and began another snappy dance tune, one that Grace was quick to sing to.  It was a short song, and they finished just two minutes later, on an upbeat note.
 
   Grange stood up to leave.  “I’ll see you in the morning,” Grace said with a yawn, and he left the room, went to his own large room, opened the windows to admit fresh air and insects, then fell soundly asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   “Get out of bed, Grange.  We’ve got chores to do,” Grace spoke in a no-nonsense voice as she entered his room before sunrise the next morning.  Grange slowly complied, and followed the girl through the same routine of actions she had led him through the previous morning.  When it was time for her to light the Flame of Focus though, he watched closely, observing her every move as she started the small fire and added the peculiar ingredients, then recited the chant that he did not understand, and caused the flame to morph into the bright floating sphere of energy that it would remain.
 
   “What is it?” he asked softly.
 
   “We don’t have time for that discussion.  You’ll have to ask the master,” Grace said dismissively.  She led him on to the next set of chores, then went with him to gather firewood and water.
 
   There were no cavalry riders present when they rounded the corner by the stables, and Grange heard his companion sigh in relief.
 
   “I met one of the riders yesterday at the armory,” he said in a conversational tone.  “She told me that Cale was demoted from the cavalry.”
 
   “That serves him right,” Grace said angrily as they reached the wood pile.  “He was a smug, lying, self-serving piece of manure!” she spoke vehemently.  Her emotions were high, Grange saw, as she thought about the cavalry rider who had apparently spurned her in the past, and who had mocked him the morning before.  The pair returned to the wizard’s hall, awkwardly carrying both firewood and pails of water, which they deposited and then began the rest of their work.
 
   They finished without the rancor of the morning before, and in time to sit down to breakfast when the meal was first served.  Eli was already seated at the same table he had sat at with Wizard Brieed the day before, though the master wizard wasn’t present.  Grange didn’t want to sit with the sour personality that Eli seemed to exhibit, he decided.
 
   Grace sat down with the same girl she had sat with before, and Grange noted that she didn’t invite him, so he went to another table in the corner, by a small window that looked at a masonry wall only a few feet away.  A servant brought a plate of food and a glass of juice.  Grange bit into the first strip of bacon, as two young boys came and sat down with him.
 
   “This is usually our table.  Mind if we sit here?” one of them asked plaintively.
 
   “No, not at all, have a seat,” he replied.  “I’m Grange,” he introduced himself.
 
   “We know your name.  We know you’re a new apprentice.  And we know you’ve got your own set of rules.  Why is that?” one of the boys asked bluntly.
 
   “Who are you two?” Grange asked, surprised by their forthright description of him.
 
   “I’m Jom,” one said.  “I’m Appal,” the other added.
 
   “We’re the acolytes,” Jom explained.
 
   “That means we probably will never be wizards, but we’ll be close enough to be useful.  You probably knew that,” Appal added, as Grange shook his head.
 
   “Why are you at our table?  You sat with the master and Eli yesterday,” Appal pointed out.
 
   “Are there assigned seats?” Grange asked.  He wasn’t really concerned whether there was, or if he had to sit with Eli; if so, he would.
 
   “Not assigned,” Jom admitted.
 
   Grange ate his food, as the two boys started bolting their own breakfasts, until Wizard Brieed strolled into the room and directly over to their table.
 
   “Musical master, we’ll have to talk about your abilities sometime soon.  In the meantime, I’d like for you to go study the Flame of Focus again this morning,” he spoke to Grange.  “And I want you two troublemakers to eat more bacon,” he told the acolytes, who grinned at the suggestion.
 
   Grange left the dining room, went down the hall, and returned to the shrine-like room where the small flame shone.  It had not changed since he and Grace had walked away from it.  He took a seat, tried to wipe all other concerns and thoughts from his mind, and stared at the flame, letting the seconds become minutes, and the minutes drag out as though they were hours.
 
   After a long stretch of time during which his concentration weakened, he sat alone, staring at the Flame of Focus, desperate to see evidence of energy flowing towards the bright glow.
 
   “Confound it all!” he muttered.  “Why can’t I see it?”
 
   You’re trying too hard, one of the jewels replied.
 
   Pull up your sleeve, and let me emerge, she instructed.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Grange asked suspiciously.
 
   I’m going to help you, if you cooperate, stubborn oaf, the jewel snapped.  It was Rigan, he suspected.  There were personality traits that only she exhibited among the jewels.
 
   He obligingly tugged his shirt sleeve upward, then watched and felt a pulling sensation, followed by a sharp sting, as the black jewel popped out of his flesh, leaving an ugly red mark on his arm while the shimmering crystal morphed into a small black figure that floated in the air.
 
   Do you see me? she asked.
 
   “Of course I see you,” he replied crossly.  “You’re less than an arm’s length away from my eyes.”
 
   Well, you can’t see the energy, so I thought maybe you couldn’t see me, Rigan shot back.
 
   Now, watch me move about, she told him as she slowly floated back and forth in front of him.
 
   “I see you,” he assured her.
 
   Good, now relax, and close your eyes, Rigan told him.
 
   “You won’t do anything, will you?” he wasn’t sure why he felt so crabby, tussling with the jewel as he was.  Perhaps it was the frustration of not seeing the energy streams, he decided.
 
   One more insult and I’m going to stick you with my sword, she answered menacingly, waving the small obsidian weapon.
 
   Grange closed his eye lids.
 
   You can’t see me now, can you? Rigan asked.
 
   “Of course not,” he answered.
 
   But you know I’m here, she pointed out.
 
   “I can hear you talking,” he retorted.
 
   Actually, you can’t, her reply brought him up short.  Use all the senses; you can receive visions of the energy, just as you receive thoughts from us.
 
   I will say nothing now; keep your eyes closed, and point to where you sense I am, the tiny force proposed.  And relax, she added.  Take a deep breath, and exhale.
 
   Grange did as she suggested, then tried to find the place inside himself where the voices of the jewels seemed to arrive.  He sensed the part of his soul where the jewels intersected with him.
 
   That’s it, Rigan said.  You’re getting close, she seemed to comprehend what he was doing.
 
   He pointed to where he thought the small flying jewel was, then felt his finger start to slowly track the being’s movement, acting more on its own than on his volition.  It seemed like he could hear a soundless movement, while through his eye lids he imagined that he saw a glowing contrail of light wispily recording the trail that the black being blazed through the air.
 
   “I see it!” he exclaimed, and his eyes popped open.
 
   He could indeed see wisps of energy floating along the path that Rigan took, and as he watched, most of the faint energy evaporated, but a few strands floated over to the Flame of Focus.  While his attention followed them, he became aware of the minute strands that seem to congeal in the air closest to the flame, then get sucked into it, the agglomeration of invisibly small units of the mystical energy that seemed to exist everywhere.
 
   And you heard it too, didn’t you? Rigan asked.  She suddenly zoomed towards his arm, and transfigured herself into a jewel once again, as she resumed her place in his flesh with a momentary flash of pain.  Your practice of the musical arts seems to affect how you perceive the energy – though that’s not a bad thing, she commented conversationally.
 
   She was right.  He felt an odd intermingling of his senses as he examined the energy.  The perception was a sensation, one that was like hearing light, or seeing sounds with his eyes.  It didn’t make sense, and was unlike any experience he had ever known before, yet it seemed to work.
 
   Grange looked at the Flame once again, seeing the minute but distinct tendrils of energy float into the light, then disappear in the glow.  He heard a noise at the door.
 
   “No luck so far?” Grace’s voice asked from behind him, without much sympathy.
 
   “Actually, I can see the energy entering the Flame,” he replied calmly.
 
   “That’s impossible!” Grace declared flatly, coming to stand next to where he sat.  “You’ve only been here a couple of days.  It takes months to see the power – at least weeks,” Grace insisted.
 
   “I sense it,” Grange assured her.
 
   “Really?” she asked scornfully. “Can you see this?” she reached into the front of her blouse, pulled her wand free, then pointed it at the Flame.
 
   “Do you see that?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t see anything,” Grange said, puzzled.
 
   Grace closed her eyes, and seconds later a steady stream of energy emerged from the end of her wand and floated directly towards the Flame.
 
   “I see it now,” Grange commented.
 
   “You turd!” she said angrily.  The energy from her wand shut off abruptly, and she shoved the stick back into her blouse.  “How can this be possible?”
 
   She swiveled on her heel, and left the room.  “Master!” Grange heard her voice calling in the hallway.
 
   He gave a smile.  “She does not like me now,” he said softly. “Again.”
 
   She likes your music, the jewels said.  But she is an unhappy person; she does not feel respected for what she is becoming.
 
   Grange sat in silence, watching the fascinating patterns of energy coalescing out of apparent nothingness a few inches outside of the Flame, then gently floating into the sphere to power its brilliant glow.  It was a calm and serene visual appearance.
 
   “So what is this I hear?” Brieed’s voice spoke from behind him.
 
   "I see the energy flowing to the Flame," Grange replied without turning to look.
 
   "Did the jewels help you?" Brieed shrewdly asked.
 
   "Yes," Grange admitted.   The wizard clearly knew about his companions, had seen them in action.
 
   "What jewels?" Grace's voice questioned.   Grange hadn't realized that she had returned with Brieed’s.  “The ones on his arms?”
 
   "Never you mind, dear," Brieed replied.  "You go along and practice your work.   And make plans to go with Grange tonight," he added.
 
   "What?" both Grange and Grace asked simultaneously.
 
   "Grange will be playing music tonight and it would work well for you to join him," Brieed said mildly.   "Now run along."
 
   Grace's footsteps faintly receded, and Brieed spoke.  "They're quite a boon for you.  What are they grooming you for, I wonder," he said conversationally as he walked into the room.  "They're not likely to be doing this out of random goodness in their soulless hearts," he mused.   "And you’re not telling all that you know, are you?" he asked shrewdly.
 
   Grange silently shook his head, still staring at the Flame.
 
   "Very well," Brieed sighed.  "You're done here for the day.  I need to think about your role.  In some ways, I hope it is simply the jewels that have made this happen.  I’m not sure what we’d do if I thought you had developed the ability this quickly on your own."
 
   "I’ve got the day off?  What shall I do?" Grange asked in surprise. 
 
   "Whatever you and your jewels decide," Brieed sounded faintly jealous.  "Just be back in time to take Grace out with you tonight," Brieed commanded.
 
   Grange stood up.   He was content to sit and watch the Flame further, but also pleased to be free.  He wasn't as happy about the forced arrangements with Grace, but the wizard had commanded it, and so it would be, he silently decided.
 
   "Thank you, master," the title felt awkward,  but appropriate, and he went to his room to fetch his sword, then left the building, clutching the pass he had retained from the prior day.
 
   He wanted to go swimming, he knew.   It was a reminder of his time with Ariana, a memory he held onto fondly.
 
   At the harbor front he shed his clothes in a pile, then waded into the warm waters of the harbor and began to stroke through the choppy water, until he happened to glance at the shoreline and saw a pair of street urchins examining his belongings. 
 
   "Leave off!" he shouted, swimming back towards land as quickly as he could.
 
   The two boys looked up as he approached and laughed.  One of them picked up his gleaming blue sword and they started running to escape. 
 
   "That's mine!" Grange screamed angrily.   "Give it back!  It belongs to me!"
 
   The boy carrying the sword suddenly turned with a dramatic change in momentum, as the sword wrenched itself from his grasp.  The blade flew through the air to the astonishment of all who watched, and planted its hilt firmly in Grange's grasp, as he stood in the shallow water of the harbor’s fringe.
 
   The boys shouted, and took off running at an even faster speed, frightened by the sword’s action.
 
   Did you miss me? Ariana’s voice asked him dryly.
 
   “What happened?   Did you do that?” Grange held the blade in front of himself and addressed it.
 
   I am pledged to you.  The sword is yours, blessed by Miriam, destined to be one of your weapons in the battle that will come, the jewel-spirit said.
 
   Grange tilted the handle of the sword up so that he could see the sparkling crystal at the end.  “I know that you’re not soulless; I don’t care what Brieed says,” he laughed.
 
   Don’t you forget it, Ariana said.  Now, let’s go to the armory for more practice, shall we?
 
   Grange left the water and pulled his clothes on, then walked back to the palace and used his pass to enter through the gate.  He walked to the armory, and walked only a half dozen steps within when he heard his name called.
 
   “Doesn’t that wizard ever make you do any magical work?” Brielle asked.
 
   “Doesn’t your squad ever make you do any cavalry work?” Grange asked in reply, as the woman came striding over from where she had been practicing her knife throwing.  “I came to get in some extra practice today,” he explained.
 
   “Let’s go back to working on your knife grip then,” Brielle told him.  “I’m not doing anything else this afternoon; come over here.”
 
   “I’m not throwing knives until you promise I’ll get to practice with my sword,” Grange said stubbornly.
 
   Brielle stared at him through narrowed eyes, her lips pursed.  “I could have let Cale stab you in the back, you know, and not had to deal with your stubbornness about this sword of yours.  What makes it so special that you want to practice with it, when there’s so much else you need to learn?”
 
   “I want to make sure I remain good at it,” Grange answered.
 
   “Alright,” Brielle threw her hands up in the air.
 
   The two of them practiced with swords for over an hour, using wooden swords and pads, until Brielle called a halt, and they switched to knives again.  When Grange’s fingers began to cramp from practicing the grip, Brielle finally let him start throwing the weapon.  After a session there, it was back to using the staves again, where they remained until Grange finally called a halt.
 
   “I have to clean up and go,” he told Brielle with relief.  He was sore and exhausted, and he knew he had to still double back to the wizard’s hall to meet Grace and escort her to meet Guy’s musical group, for whatever purpose the wizard had in mind.
 
   The shower at the armory provided only cool water, but it felt good after all the work with the weapons, and he left the building with a promise to Brielle that he would return the following day.
 
   He realized as he crossed the palace grounds that he didn’t have a wand that was empowered to allow him entrance to the wizard’s floor, but when he saw Grace sitting on the steps of the building waiting for him, the problem disappeared.
 
   She grudgingly went with him and opened the door so that he could fetch his flute from his room, and then the two of them were off.
 
   “What did you do today?” Grace asked him as they crossed the palace grounds.
 
   He told her about swimming and the armory.
 
   She made a disgusted face.  “You didn’t take a nap, or go to a tavern or do anything fun?  Why would you think you need to practice at an armory?  I saw what you did to Cale with a sword – you don’t need practice,” she protested.
 
   “How many members are in your band?” she asked.
 
   “Six, sometimes seven,” he answered.
 
   “What are those jewels that Master Brieed mentioned this morning?  The ones that helped you with the Flame of Focus,” she switched topics.
 
   Grange paused, not sure how to answer, then decided to reveal a slight amount of the truth.  “They’re tools to help me focus,” he said.
 
   Tools? The jewels repeated in a disgruntled tone.
 
   “Approximately, sort of,” Grange clarified.
 
   “Jewels are sort of tools?” Grace asked, as the jewels asked approximately the same question.
 
   “It’s hard to explain,” Grange realized he was not going to answer either Grace or the jewels satisfactorily.  “I’ll try to answer better later,” he added.
 
   There was a frosty silence, but no further pressing questions, and they passed out of the palace gates, just as the sounds of horses’ hooves clattered inside the palace grounds.
 
   “Someone’s going out on the town tonight,” Grace said.  They both turned to look back, and saw the guards at the gate salute, as a dozen men and women rode out of the palace on horseback or in a pair of open carriages.  An escort of guards rode with them, and Grange saw Brielle among the riders.  She and all the other guards were alertly inspecting the crowds around them as they and their wards passed by; when she saw Grange, their eyes made contact, and she gave him a broad wink, and the ghost of a momentary smile, then continued by and disappeared down the road.
 
   “Do you know her?” Grace asked.
 
   “She’s the one who is teaching me how to use weapons at the armory,” Grange answered.
 
   “That figures,” Grace snorted.  “You become the favorite of the wizard just because you play music, then you start seeing the energy of the Flame after just one day, and now you’re pals with the palace guards.  Some people live the lives of the lucky,” she said in disgust.
 
   Grange started to reply with a heated denial, but stopped.  He didn’t think growing up as a pickpocket from an orphanage, or working as a slave laborer in a prison camp counted as the life of the lucky, but he knew that Grace knew none of that.  Only Garrel knew most of what had happened in Grange’s life.
 
   They went in the opposite direction from the princely retinue, and within fifteen minutes they were at the plaza where the other members of Guy’s musical group was already atop a low stage, preparing to play their instruments.  Grange walked Grace through the gathering crowd, and up to the stage.
 
   “You can sit here by the stage and watch,” Grange suggested to Grace, a few minutes after introducing the girl to Guy and the band members.  
 
   “She’s a singer,” he had told them at that time, and found their response to be unenthusiastic.
 
   “We have at least one person tell us at every job that they could sing for us,” Guy said in an aside to Grange, as they turned away from Grace. 
 
                 “I wasn’t going to ask to let her sing,” Grange protested.
 
   “If things get slow at the end of the last set, maybe we can let her sing along,” Guy suggested, “if you think it’ll get you in her good graces ,” he believed he was doing Grange a favor.
 
   Grange shrugged, decided not to make a pun, then went back to Grace to point out the stage-side spot for her.
 
   “May I dance if someone asks me?” she asked sourly, unhappy with being given direction.
 
   “Perhaps,” Grange tried to hold a straight face, but broke into a smile as the girl scowled at him. “Of course.”
 
   He began to tune up with the others, and just minutes later, they broke into song.
 
   Grange watched Grace as much as he could, without her noticing his observations.  She smiled and tapped her foot to the rhythm, quietly singing along with some songs.  She left to get a glass of wine from a vendor, and drank that until a boy from the festival crowd asked her to dance.  She looked up at Grange and stuck her tongue out at him, then stood and danced with her inviter.
 
   She sat again, but then danced with another boy soon after.  She appeared ready to accept a third invitation, as Grange watched, when Guy tapped his foot on Grange’s to gain the flute player’s attention, then nodded his head off to the side.
 
   Grange saw a brightly-dressed party standing to the side, observing the street carnival’s joyous festivities.  “That’s the prince, from the palace,” Guy spoke softly.  “We’ll have to play a flourish to welcome him as soon as this song is finished.”
 
   The song was in its first stanza, but Guy gave the signal to wind it up, much to the surprise of those on the dance floor.  He then began the first notes of the royal flourish; the other band members knew the tune, while Grange stood with his instrument ready, pretending to know the pattern of notes that he wasn’t familiar with.
 
   The audience turned and bowed in the direction of the prince’s party as the flourish revealed his presence.  With his arrival announced, the prince and the other nobles and guards broke out of their cloistered corner of the square and began to walk about, visiting vendors to purchase food and drink.  Grange saw Brielle, and the guard’s eyes widened when the musician on the stage waved at her, then she waved back, before resuming her examination of the crowd.
 
   “Stay alert,” Guy said to Grange, as the group prepared to take a break between sets.
 
   “Why?” Grange asked.
 
   “The man to the left of the prince,” Guy indicated a nobleman wearing a garish green and yellow set of robes, “was accused of riding his horse through the city streets while he was drunk last month, and he galloped through a group of children playing in the street.  The horse killed two of the children, and the man didn’t stop or show any remorse.
 
   “The regular folks of the city are pretty upset with him, and with all the ale and wine and cider folks are drinking, something could happen,” Guy explained.
 
   Grace was still on the dance floor, speaking to the boy she had danced with.  Grange placed his flute on the stage, then hopped down and approached her.  As he did, the prince and his friend in the green robes, attended by Brielle and another guard, also began to walk across the open dance floor towards Grace.
 
   “Dirty scum,” an anonymous voice called from the crowd.
 
   A ceramic mug of ale flew through the air, and struck one of Brielle’s fellow guards in the shoulder.
 
   Grace looked up from her conversation with her dancing partner, while Grange paused in his approach, uncertain about what to do.
 
   “Who did that?” the guard who had been struck by the mug asked angrily.
 
   “That’s nothing compared to killing young children!” a voice answered, and there were mutterings throughout the crowd.  Brielle stepped in close to the prince, her hand on the hilt of her sword while her eyes roved over the crowd, and she said something in a low voice.
 
   The prince listened, then shook his head negatively.  Grange looked around, and saw that the other guards were doing two things: some were escorting their noble guests back to their carriages, while others were moving in closer to the prince and his friend.  The vendors were starting to close up their stands; Grange knew from his days in Fortune that the vendors’ action indicated they thought trouble was coming.
 
   Even Guy’s musicians were trying to unobtrusively pack their instruments away.
 
   Grange walked quickly over to Grace, arriving seconds ahead of the prince and the others.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” he said urgently to Grace, placing his hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Take your hand off of her,” said her dancing partner, oblivious to the drama around them as he focused on Grace.
 
   Just then a stone was thrown by someone in the crowd; it missed its intended target and struck Grace’s partner in the head, knocking him to the ground.
 
   Grace looked outraged.  She shook off Grange’s grip, then pulled her wand free from her blouse.
 
   “There’s trouble here; we need to leave,” Grange told her.
 
   She looked around finally realizing that the prince was standing almost next to her, and she gave a small curtsey.   As she did, a splattering of bread and mustard rained on the group.
 
   “Outrageous!” the prince’s friend roared.  “Guards, seize them!”
 
   “We’re here to protect his highness,” Brielle replied.  “Your highness, we need to leave right away,” she urged.  “The others in your party are back in the carriages, on their way to safety.”
 
   “We shall leave; this was ill-advised,” the prince replied.  “Take the lead, guards,” he said, with a nod to Brielle.
 
   Two other guards had joined the group in the middle of the open dance floor, as Grace started to kneel to tend to the injured boy she had danced with.
 
   “Get up and let’s go,” Grange hissed as he bent down by her.
 
   “I’m not going to leave him to be further hurt,” she replied vehemently, as Brielle and the others started to move the prince and his friend away.
 
   “He won’t be hurt,” Grange answered.  “These people don’t care about him; they want to get their hands on the prince’s friend.  He rode his horse and killed some children around here recently.  The mob will ignore everyone else.”
 
   A shower of objects suddenly began to fly through the air, and then the crowd around the dance area seemed to turn into a packed mob, as people surged forward.
 
   Brielle gave a shout, and Grange saw that the Prince had been struck by some flying object.  He was crouched over, holding his head.
 
   Grange pulled his sword free.  “Bring your friend if he can walk,” he urged Grace, who was helping the boy to sit up.  Grange reached over with his free hand and grabbed the collar of the man’s shirt, then lifted him to his unsteady feet.  The three of them moved over to where Brielle and the others formed a square around the prince and his friend.  Grange pushed Grace and the dancer into the middle, then took a position in the protective guard group, holding his sword ready for action.
 
   The pelting items flying at the trapped group began to increase, as the menacing mob closed and stopped just beyond the reach of the swords, taunting and swearing.
 
   “Give us the murderer, and the rest of you can go,” several men demanded.
 
   Grange was holding one hand up to try to shield himself from the most damaging missiles that were flying at him, while he held the sword in his other.  There was a sudden rush, as the mob closed in from all sides simultaneously.  Grange sliced his sword back and forth, trying to injure and frighten the attackers without offering serious injury.  A walking stick was thrown up to block his sword, then multiple pairs of hands grabbed him and pulled him downward.
 
   A bright flash of light made all the participants in the tableau freeze in place.
 
   Help her, the jewels said.
 
   Grange looked around and saw that Grace stood with her wand pointed straight up in the air, held tightly in both hands.  He could see that energy was flowing into her, just as he had seen energy flowing into the Flame of Focus in the morning.
 
   From her wand’s tip, a tenuous dome emerged, one that spread outward before falling towards the ground, offering a thin means of protection from the angry mob.
 
   Help her, the jewels repeated.
 
   “How?” Grange asked.
 
   Give her energy, they answered promptly, urgently.  Find the energy, pull it in, give it to her.
 
   “How?” he repeated.
 
   Close your eyes and think about the energy you saw this morning.  Put your hand on her, and let the energy flow through you into her.  Think about this morning.  Remember seeing the energy that is everywhere.  Remember the Flame pulling the energy – the Flame was pure and simple.  Let your mind and heart be pure and simple, and ask the energy to come.  The message was delivered as a concept that was implanted in his soul.
 
   Grange followed the directions, closing his eyes and thinking about the energy that he realized was all around, about how the bright, pure light of the Flame had attracted it.  He imagined the Flame was within him, and felt the energy around him start to slowly coalesce.  Everything else around him fell away; the world seemed to be silent.  He reached out with his hand and groped for Grace, then felt his hand touch her, at the boundary where her blouse neckline opened up, part of his hand on the cloth, while his fingertips touched her warm flesh.
 
   He let the power flow, encouraged it to come into him, and to travel through him to her.
 
   “Stronger,” he heard Grace breathe the word softly.  “This is good; I feel stronger.”
 
   Grange opened his eyes and looked.  Grace’s protective shield had grown larger, pressing the mob away from the trapped group in the center.  The shield had grown brighter and stronger too.
 
   The people around them were fleeing, running from the demonstration of unearthly powers, afraid of what was to come next.
 
   Grace was looking upward, watching the wand spew forth the energy that transformed into the dome.  She looked down, as Grange looked up, and their eyes locked.  Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated, and her glance was a glassy stare.  Her left hand moved in slow motion, leaving the grip in the wand overhead and floating down.  It came to rest atop his hand, the hand that was cupped upon her breast.  Her fingers intertwined with his and lifted his hand away from its position, while maintaining the linkage that transmitted the energy between them.
 
   The dome was glowing still.
 
   Well done, the jewels told him.  The job is done.  You can release the energy.
 
   Grange broke the mutual stare with Grace and looked around.  The mob was gone; as the dome had grown brighter, stronger, larger, they had fled.
 
   Grange closed his eyes, and ceased to focus on the image of the Flame within him; he cut off the flow of power, and ceased to send it to Grace.
 
   She felt his efforts cease, and she released his hand.  The dome around them dissolved into nothingness, and the sounds of the world suddenly descended upon Grange’s ears once again.  There were shouts and noises all around, the sounds of a mob dispersing.  The tendrils of energy that he had seen seeping through the air were no longer visible, as he returned to the status of an ordinary person.
 
   Grace poked his shoulder sharply with the end of her wand.  “Don’t you put your hand there again unless I tell you to,” she hissed.
 
   “My eyes were closed!  I didn’t know,” Grange protested.
 
   “Extraordinary!” the prince exclaimed.  “I didn’t realize we had Brieed’s accomplished apprentices here with us.  You do belong to Brieed, don’t you?” he asked.  
 
   The prince was a man in his late twenties or more, Grange guessed his age.  He was dark-haired and had the same dark tan complexion that so many of the residents of Palmland had, Grange noted.
 
   “Your highness, may we return to the palace now, while the hostilities are in remission?” Brielle asked.
 
   “We should go, Grael,” agreed the man whose accident with the neighborhood children had sparked the tumult in the first place.  “And then send the palace guard back here to burn the neighborhood down,” he added spitefully.
 
   “You!” Grange was outraged.  “You killed the children of these people.  Of course they’re mad at you!  None of us would have been in danger if we would have just turned you over to them for justice the way they think it should be,” he stormed.  He remembered too well the way the poor and the working people of Fortune had been abused and neglected by the nobility, and he vented his memories against the irresponsible man.
 
   “Grange!” Grace reprimanded him for speaking out.
 
   “What’s he say, Maurin?” the prince asked his friend.
 
   “Just a minor thing, a misunderstanding, my lord,” the nobleman said, as he stared venomously at Grange.
 
   “The locals say that he was drunk and rode his horse through the neighborhood, killing some children along the way,” Grange repeated what Guy had told him.
 
   “Your highness?” Brielle urged.  “You should go to safety, and discuss this later,” she tried to prompt the prince to go.
 
   “I’ll want to hear more from you,” the prince put his finger on Grange’s shoulder, then he let Brielle and another guard lead him away.
 
   “If he hears any more from you, I’ll have your tongue cut out!” Maurin snarled at Grange, as he began to follow the other guards away as well.
 
   “Look what you’ve done!” Grace said as soon as the others were gone, leaving the two wizard apprentices alone in the center of the dance floor, with a few figures standing in the darkness around them.  “You’ll get in trouble with the nobles.”
 
   “I just told the truth,” Grange said.  “At least, it’s what’s been told to me.  And he didn’t deny it,” he added.
 
   He turned away from the girl and walked back over to the stage.  Miraculously, his flute was undisturbed.  He picked it up and blew a few notes into it to test it; the resulting sounds were as pure and enjoyable as always.
 
   “And I didn’t get to sing, either,” Grace complained as she followed him to the stage.
 
   “Here, I’ll play for you and you can sing right now,” Grange countered her complaint.
 
   “Alright,” she disbelieved him, and chose to call his bluff.
 
   Grange scowled, then reflected a moment, and decided to play one of the songs the band had played earlier, one that had a quick rhythm that would be difficult to sing to.  He only played the first three bars before Grace slugged him in the ribs.
 
   “Play one of the songs you played last night,” she ordered.  “Something I can sing to.”
 
   Defeated, and suddenly feeling anxious to head back home to the palace, Grange complied, starting one of the ballads that she had sung the night before.
 
   He sat on the edge of the stage while he played, his legs stretched out in front of him, and after just a moment, Grace sat down too as she continued to sing.  The use of the energy, allowing it to collect and run through him, seemed to have taken a toll on him; sitting down felt good, and apparently Grace felt the same way.
 
   They finished the song, then started a second one, a livelier dance tune.  As they did, a few young couples came out of the shadows and started dancing again.  Grange began to feel better, more energized as the song progressed, and he stood up before the end of the tune, as did Grace.
 
   “We have to perform another one,” Grace said.  “We can’t let folks have just one dance.”
 
   So they ended up performing three more songs – two quick dance steps, then a slower ballad to end their unexpected performance.
 
   “Who knew that a pair of magic-makers could do something as useful as playing the pipe and singing?” one older lady cackled as she hobbled past they two.  “Thank you,” she added, then was gone.
 
   Grange and Grace had nothing to carry away from the scene of the music and attack, other than Grange’s sword and flute, so they strolled together through the darkened streets of the city.
 
   “How did you do that, anyway?  How did you capture the energy and share it with me so easily?” she asked after they walked in silence for the first dark block.  “I didn’t hear you utter a spell or put on an amulet, or anything.”
 
   “I just thought about it and made it happen,” he replied, sure that any answer he gave was likely to either get him into trouble, or spur further questions.  But he knew he couldn’t simply reveal the truth, that his arm was occupied by elemental spirits in the guise of embedded jewels.
 
   “I hope that’s not true,” Grace said slowly.  “Master Brieed says there are only a few men and women who can do that, and we don’t need to have another sorcerer running around the world, especially here in Palmland.”
 
   “What’s a sorcerer?” Grange asked.
 
   “Do you not know anything?” Grace asked in exasperation.
 
   “Not about sorcerers,” he replied in a tone that was only slightly less waspish than hers.  “I’ve only been here two days.”
 
   “We’re studying to be wizards,” Grace began in a didactic tone.  “We are learning spells and amulets and lotions and positions that allow us to call upon the greater powers of the world.  It requires years of complex training,” she paused to let that sink in.
 
   “Sorcerers are born with the ability to call upon the powers.  They don’t need spells.   They just,” she paused, “seize the power – they force it to obey.
 
   “We’re wizards.  We have to be gentle.  We have to trick the energy into serving us.  It’s like we’re tricking it into thinking we’re sorcerers,” she spoke fervently.
 
   “But I wouldn’t want to be a sorceress,” she said.
 
   “Why not?” Grange asked, curious.  Her explanation was more than he had ever even thought to ask about.
 
   “They suffer for being different.  They can’t have children – it’s like the gods do not want them to pass their ability along.  And they lose their souls; none of them live long before the demons come and take them to the underworld.  No,” she shuddered, “I wouldn’t want to be that way.”
 
   “I wouldn’t either,” Grange agreed.  He felt disturbed, anxious.  Grace’s comments were frightening, as he considered how easily the jewels had given him the ability to see the power and to control it.
 
   They walked in silence through the streets after that, and returned to the palace grounds, then to the wizard’s section, where Grace opened the door.
 
   “Thank you for letting me sing,” she told him.  “The rest of the evening I maybe could have done without,” she gave a wry smile, then entered her rooms and closed the door behind herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   “Are you turning me into a sorcerer?  Are the demons going to come and drag me to the underworld?” he asked the jewels as soon as he entered the privacy of his own room.
 
   He began to undress, to grow more comfortable.
 
   No, we will not leave you to the demons, the jewels said emphatically.  You will retain your soul.  We will guide you in the use of the power, and through the deep test that all others have failed.
 
   You are the one who will kill the demons, not fall to them, the jewels reassured him.
 
   “I hope you are right,” Grange said.  “But will I be like the sorcerers, able to find the power, to use it without the tools the wizards use?”
 
   We will make it as easy as possible for you, but we cannot tell what you will accomplish.  Only time will tell, the jewels answered.
 
   Grange was not satisfied with the answer, but he sensed that the jewels had no more to tell.  He lay in his bed, thinking about demons and dead children, unpleasant topics that caused nightmares when he finally fell asleep.
 
   Grace woke him the next morning, and they carried out their chores with only minimal comments to one another, then went to breakfast.  Grange sat with Appal and Jom, the acolytes once again, until Brieed beckoned him over to the wizard’s table.
 
   “Are you ready to begin training?” Brieed asked.
 
   “Yes sir,” Grange replied.
 
   “Eli, take Grange to the library, and start working on learning how to recite the incantations for moving objects,” Brieed ordered the senior apprentice.  “Work until midday, then let him go to pursue his other activities.”
 
   Eli wordlessly rose from the table and beckoned for Grange to follow.  Down the hall they turned into a side hall, then entered a room that had a wide and high single window taking up much of the narrow wall.  A narrow table took up much of the floor space, and tall book shelves lined both of the interior walls.
 
   “See that candle holder?” Eli asked as they stood in the doorway, observing the room.
 
   He pulled his wand from a hidden pocket on his hip, then pointed it at the candlestick.
 
   “Trwy ras yr holl bwerau, yn symud i mi, cannwyll,” he spoke softly, his eyes closed.
 
   Grange looked at Eli, then looked at the wand, and looked at the candleholder.  The latter began to tremble, then slid across the top of the table slowly, and launched itself into the air, it dipped slightly as it left the table, then wafted gently through the air, over to Eli’s outstretched hand.
 
   “That is what you are going to learn,” Eli said as he handed the metal dish to Grange.  “It will take time to learn the system of incantations, but the displacement of objects is one of the simplest abilities of wizards.”
 
   Eli looked up at the shelves of books, then pointed his wand upwards, closed his eyes, and mumbled, “trwy ras yr holl wybodaeth, os gwelwch yn dda yn dod i mi, sgrolio.”
 
   A pale tan scroll bumped up and down, then descended in an arc through the air, and settled in Eli’s hand.
 
   “Here, read this,” he handed it to Grange.
 
   “That’s all for today,” he said, then turned and left the room, as Grange stood with the scroll in one hand and the candleholder in the other.
 
   Annoyed by the senior apprentice’s lack of assistance or advice, Grange set the candle down, then settled into a chair, and untied the leather lace around the scroll.  He opened the beginning, found that he was holding it upside down, and reversed it, then focused on the words that were written in a spidery, dark script across the middle of the scroll, with wide margins on both sides.
 
   “The energy is all around, ready to serve, eager to serve.  It can be the answer to all problems, and meet all needs, if we take it as our partner and treat it as though it were our beloved, our spouse,” Grange read.  He read the words slowly, both because the handwriting was ornate, and because he had learned to read, but seldom exercised the ability.
 
   “You can work with the energy, if it believes that you will work for it.  You must please the energy, demonstrate your affection for it.  You must woo it to be your partner and assistant,” the scroll continued.
 
   “I don’t want a bloody girlfriend,” Grange muttered in annoyance.
 
   Just read and learn.  We doubt that you’ll have to worry about having a girlfriend with an attitude like that anyway, the jewels reprimanded him.
 
   “Humm,” Grange grumbled, but he continued to read.
 
   The text continued, as he slowly read down the scroll, turning the two metal rods to progress through the narrative.  The words continued to tell the same message in a variety of ways – the power was available, but could only be relied upon for assistance if treated with respect.
 
   “To demonstrate your respect, you must speak in the language that the Old Ones spoke, the language that was first used to woo the energy in the days when the world was young, the language that was the only language in the time when all men and women could be partners with the power,” it explained.  “These are the words of the old language, the words that you must know,” it said, then listed a long column of strange words.
 
   “Os gwelwch yn dda, grace, ffrind, rydym yn ymbil, ffafr, caredigrwydd,” the words stretched down the scroll.  “These are the words that show the goodness of your heart to the energy, that demonstrate you will honor and respect the energy,” the text continued to read, as Grange slowly progressed.
 
   “How do I even pronounce those words?” Grange was nettled by the strange combinations of letters.
 
   “Are you coming to lunch?” Grace asked from the door.
 
   Grange jumped at the unexpected interruption.  He looked up and saw the angle of the sunlight coming in through the window – it had swung around a fair amount.  He had been in the room all morning working his way through a fraction of the scroll.
 
   He looked at the scroll, trying to memorize where he had finished his reading, then twisted the rods to close the scroll, and left it on the table as he followed Grace out of the room.
 
   “What did you do today?” he asked her.
 
   “I worked on using the wooden amulets,” she replied.  “They take a lot of concentration.
 
   “And did you do something wonderful again?  Learn how to lift buildings from their foundations, or how to water the deserts with the rivers?” she asked snidely as they entered the dining room, where servants were placing fruits and breads out to eat.
 
   “I don’t really understand what I was reading,” he answered, and they separated to find their food.  Grange grabbed food he could eat as he walked, and he left to go to the armory.  He finished stuffing the last sweet bun into his mouth as he arrived at the armory, and saw Brielle in the far corner, practicing her staff work with another guard.  He decided to head to the weapons lockers to find the pads that he knew he would be expected to wear.
 
   “He is stupid, and he’s heroic.  He’s stupidly heroic,” Brielle’s voice spoke from behind him.  He turned to see her standing ten yards away, speaking to a middle-aged man.
 
   “He’s awfully pale,” the man commented.  “Doesn’t he have any blood in him?”
 
   “I think he’s from Southgar, sir,” Brielle replied factually.
 
   “I’m from Fortune,” Grange snapped.
 
   “Are all people from Fortune as pale as you?” the man asked.  “I wasn’t aware.”
 
   “No,” Grange admitted.  “They look a lot more like you people here, maybe not quite as dark.”
 
   “So, you’re not really from Fortune then,” Brielle stated.  “But that is beside the point,” she quickly cut off further protest.
 
   “This is my commanding officer, Captain Holmes,” she introduced.  “I wanted to let him meet one of the heroes the Prince is telling the whole palace about,” she explained.
 
   “And who his friend Maurin is cursing,” she added.
 
   “Where’s the other one, the pretty girl wizard the prince spoke so highly about?” Holmes asked.
 
   “Where’s that pretty hero who has brains?” Brielle asked.
 
   “I suppose she’s studying,” Grange said, trying to sound conversational, though starting to feel put-upon by the questions.
 
   “I’m here to practice, if it’s okay,” he spoke up.
 
   “By all means,” Holmes took the hint.  “Brielle has grown to be our best fighter – you’ve got a good coach.  Just be sure to make arrangements with her for the prince to meet his two wizard protectors very soon,” the officer said.  He nodded to each of the others, then turned and walked off.
 
   “You two are going to have to be ready to be picked apart,” Brielle said conversationally.  She lifted two staffs and tossed one to Grange.  “Your friend will have to be ready to be wooed by the playboys of the court, and you will have to be ready to protect yourself from revenge from Maurin,” she told him, as she feigned an attack.
 
   Grange didn’t fall for the trick, but kept his defenses ready, and blocked her real strike, though he couldn’t react quickly enough to launch a counterstrike.
 
   “Maurin has persuaded the prince that there were no children killed, only hysterical parents in the ghettos,” Brielle told him.
 
   “That’s not true, is it?” Grange asked.  He’d taken Guy’s word about the dead children as truth.
 
   “You’d know better than I do,” Brielle answered.   “So when do you think you and the lady wizard can enter the lion’s den?  This afternoon?  Tonight?” 
 
   “I’ll ask her tonight, and let you know tomorrow,” Grange replied.
 
   You better have her at court by tomorrow.  You know royalty – they expect their requests to be filled immediately,” Brielle told him.
 
   They continued to practice without further conversation about the appearance before the prince.  By late afternoon, Grange was exhausted and sore.  “I’ll go back and let Grace know we should visit the prince tomorrow,” he promised.
 
   “The prince wants to see me?” Grace asked scornfully, when Grange arrived back at the wizard’s hall, let in by Appal.  “Why are you making such a story up?”
 
   “My trainer, Brielle, was one of the guards with the prince last night, and she just told me today,” Grange answered.
 
   “Go tell the Master,” Grace said dismissively.  “He works for the king, doing what the king wants.  He’d know if there was a royal summons.”
 
   Grange left the girl and went to knock on Brieed’s door.
 
   Jom opened it and Grange saw the wizard sitting at a desk, studying a glowing glass globe.
 
   “I need to speak to the wizard,” Grange explained.
 
   “Come in, my boy,” Brieed spoke as he continued to look into the globe.
 
   “What do you need?” he asked.
 
   The servant opened the door wide to allow Grange to enter.  The wizard continued to stare into the strange glowing ball on his desk.
 
   “Well?” Brieed asked as Grange stood hesitantly before him.
 
   “The prince would like to meet Grace and I,” Grange said.  “Prince Grael, that is.”
 
   Brieed looked up from his globe.  “Why would the prince want to see you?” he asked sharply.
 
   “Last night there was a fight at the festival where I was playing music, and Grace was there,” Grange said.  “You told me to take her with me,” he reminded the wizard.
 
   “The prince was there, and a mob was attacking him, but Grace made a dome of energy with her wand.  It protected the prince and the others around him,” Grange gave the simple version of his report.
 
   “Grace does not have the ability to summon enough power to sustain such a dome,” Brieed said.  “Can you explain this?”
 
   “I helped her,” Grange answered.
 
   “You may leave,” Brieed dismissed his acolyte, and watched Jom leave the room.
 
   “How did you help her?  Were the jewels involved?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” Grange admitted simply.
 
   “Beth yr ydych yn ei wneud gydag ef gwirodydd o grisialau?” Brieed spoke hesitantly in a musical tongue.
 
   “Mae'n ein un ni i'w defnyddio. Mae'n eich un chi i hyfforddi. Rydym yn gobeithio y byddwch yn rhoi eich gorau un, ysgaw ef,” the jewels responded aloud.
 
    Brieed sat silently, and Grange could see that he was translating the words.
 
   “Beth fyddwch chi'n ei wneud ag ef? A yw ei fod mewn perygl?” Brieed asked, after he constructed the question he wished to ask.
 
   “Ef mewn perygl. Yr ydym mewn perygl. Mae'r holl fyd, pob bywyd, mewn perygl. Ymddiried ynom, ac yn ymddiried ynddo. Rydym yn paratoi iddo, a gallwch helpu i wneud iddo The Protector,” the voices of the jewels answered, their voices arising from Grange’s forearm.
 
   Brieed translated mentally again, then sighed.
 
   “He is very young,” he spoke.
 
   “He is who he is, born when he was born.  Mother Fate made that decision, not us,” the jewels said.
 
   Brieed sat for long seconds with his eyes closed.  “So you and Grace saved the prince, and now he wants to thank you?  Then we must go to visit the prince.  Have you ever been to court?  No, of course not,” the tiny man’s conversation drifted into muttering with himself.
 
   “We’ll have to have the proper attire, of course,” he decided out loud.
 
   “I have to play music tonight, my lord,” Grange quickly interjected.   He didn’t want to miss the chance to talk to the musicians about the night before, to confirm that Maurin really had killed the city children, as Guy had told him.
 
   “You and your music,” Brieed sighed.  “Very well.  I will send a note to the court informing them that the two of you will be presented in the morning.  In the meantime, go have Grace show you to the palace dressmaker and tailor.  The two of you should inform the staff that you are going to be presented to the prince in the morning, and ask for something suitable.  Tell them to send the bill to the wizard, of course,” he directed.  “Then go off to your music – take Grace with you again, but don’t put her into a mob scene again, please,” he made a dismissive motion with his hand, and Grange was off on his way.
 
   “We’re supposed to be fitted with new outfits to go to the court?” Grace asked incredulously, when Grange found her and interrupted her studies of a text in the library.
 
   “Brieed said that we should go to the tailor to have outfits prepared,” Grange asserted.  “Then you can come with me to another band performance,” he said the latter without much enthusiasm.
 
   Grace didn’t answer, but she stood up and placed her text back on a shelf, then turned to him.
 
   “Do you know the way to the tailor shops?” she asked.
 
   “Then follow me,” she told him as he shook his head.
 
   “Let me get my flute and my sword,” he made her pause.
 
   “Hurry up – and get a shower too – a quick one.  You really ought to do that every day you practice at the armory, you know,” she said bluntly with a wrinkled nose.
 
   Grange struggled to find an appropriate retort, but none came to mind, so he turned on his heel and ran to the showers, took a quick rinse while admitting that Grace was right about his need to bathe, then he picked up his instruments and ran back to where she was waiting at the head of the staircase.
 
   She wordlessly led him across the palace grounds, through buildings we had never entered before, and they came to the tailor shop, a large building with several rooms, where the staff was preparing to close up for the night.
 
   The two of you are going to court tomorrow?” one of the ladies asked as she stood with a large pile of cloth in her arms.
 
   “In the morning, to meet the prince.  We’re from the wizard’s quarters,” Grace explained.
 
   “It’ll take some time to prepare,” the lady said.  She put her work pile down and beckoned for another seamstress to join her.  “But we can have something delivered to you in the morning.  You come with me,” she beckoned to Grange.  “And you stay here with her,” she pointed to the new arrival as she spoke to Grace.
 
   “We’ll take your measurements and let you two pretty young things go,” the woman said.
 
   “What color should we dress them in?” she asked her companion.
 
   “Not white – he’d fade into nothingness,” the other seamstress pointed towards Grange.  “Maybe green?”
 
   “We do have that bolt of new blue that just arrived on the trade ship from Kilau,” she suggested.
 
   “We’ll think about it; let’s get your measurements,” she said.
 
   “Come over here with me,” she beckoned for Grange to follow her to the far corner of the room, where she used a knotted string to measure his arms and legs, waist, shoulders, and torso length.
 
   “We’ll have it delivered to the wizard’s place in the morning.  I’m sure he’s paying for it too, isn’t he?” the woman asked while she walked Grange back to front door, as Grace was also arriving there.
 
   “Yes, he said he was to pay,” Grange agreed, as the two apprentices left the seamstresses.
 
   “Do you want to come hear the band play again?” Grange asked Grace as soon as they were out of the workshop.
 
   “Where are you playing tonight?” Grace asked.
 
   “Guy said it was out on a peninsula in the harbor,” Grange answered.
 
   “Is it out on Royalwater Road?” Grace asked.
 
   “That’s the name Guy told me; he said just follow the road out along the harbor breakwater,” Grange agreed.
 
   “It’s a beautiful setting, especially at sunset, when the sky glows red over the sea.  I’d love to go,” she spoke in a gracious tone of voice.
 
   “We better start then,” Grange suggested surprised by the new softness of the girl’s voice.
 
   They walked out of the palace grounds in a direction Grange had never passed before, then Grace took the lead and wound knowingly through the city to the harbor front.  They arrived at the end of the road atop the narrow breakwater, walking through a steady stream of traffic as others approached the dance.
 
   “There’s the band,” Grange pointed to the obvious, where Guy and other members of the band were on a stage with a band shell built over it.  A refreshing breeze of salty air blew across the flat plaza where the band and the vendors and the dancers and other visitors were gathered to enjoy the evening of music.
 
   “Grange!  The hero of the evening!” Guy greeted him as the two arrivals stepped up to the performance stage.  “And the musical woman of magic,” he added with a bow of his head to Grace.
 
   “We heard such stories about the two of you!  Grange, you didn’t tell me your friend was a powerful wizard from the palace,” Guy scolded Grange.  “And her voice – people said the two of you put on a wonderful duet after the wild times subsided.  The rest of us just ran for our lives!”
 
   “Would you like to sing a few songs with us tonight?” he spoke directly to Grace.
 
   Her eyes were sparkling with delight.  “I’d be happy to,” she answered promptly.  “You just let me know when you want me to sing.”
 
   “We’ll do the first set of instrumentals, and then, after the break, why don’t you come up for the second set and sing with us?” Guy suggested.  “Then maybe you can sing a few songs later in the evening, if you stick around.”
 
   Grace nodded her agreement, then left the stage as the band members began to harmonize before opening.
 
   Grange took his spot on the side of the stage, then looked out at the size of the crowd that was gathered.  It was the largest number of fans he had seen, and more were still coming across the causeway, adding to the numbers.
 
   When the first notes of music sounded, the crowd gave a cheer, and couples began dancing around the floor.  The song played on, and Guy added a repetition of the final stanza to stretch the opening song out longer, giving the customers a promise that they’d get their money’s worth that night.
 
   The band played a slow song, then a pair of quicksteps, and another slow number.  The last song ended as the disk of the sun disappeared below the horizon, and lamplighters went about among the crowd under the bright red sky in the west.
 
   The band members put their instruments down as they left the stage for drinks.  Grange was the last to step down; he stayed high as he tried to look across the crowd in search of Grace, then spotted her finishing a dance with a man.  She laughed at something he said, then left him to walk towards the front of the dance floor.  She looked up at Grange with a smile.
 
   “This is a marvelous evening, isn’t it?” she asked, before she walked around to the steps and trod up to join Grange on the stage.
 
   “It’s a big crowd,” she exclaimed.  “It didn’t look so big from down there.
 
   “Will they be able to hear me back there?” she pointed to the back of the crowd.
 
   “I doubt it,” Grange admitted truthfully.
 
   Grace turned her back to the crowd, then pulled her wand out of her blouse, and touched it to her throat.  “Os gwelwch yn dda wneud fy llais uchel yn ddigon iddyn nhw i gyd yn cyrraedd,” she said, as Grange recognized for the first time that she was using the language of the energy.
 
   There was a momentary glow at the tip of her wand, which disappeared after a flash.  She gave a smug smile and tucked the wand away.  “That’ll do,” she said, then turned again to face the crowd.
 
   “Thank you for bringing me here,” she said graciously to Grange.  They stood next to one another, just observing the crowd.
 
   “You’ll have to thank Brieed.  He’s encouraged me to bring you; he knows you like music,” Grange deflected the credit.
 
   The other band members came up onto the stage, and Guy came over to speak to Grace, listing the songs they planned to play.
 
   “I know them all,” Grace said brightly.  “Whenever you’re ready.”
 
   The musicians took their places, and the band began the opening notes to the dancing song Guy had announced to Grace, “Hibscus Flower Jig”.
 
   The girl immediately started to chant the words of the popular song, creating a higher level of frenzied energy among the dancers, and all the way to the far reaches of the audience.  Grange saw Guy and his second-in-command exchange glances at the surprising depth of penetration that Grace’s voice achieved, but they played on flawlessly, not missing a beat.  When the song ended, the audience cheered with delight.
 
   Guy switched the tempo of the music, and started on a love ballad, slowly clearing the dance floor of all but the most devoted dancing couples as Grace sang the lyrics in a deeper, richer, more mature-sounding voice than Grange had heard her use before.  The audience was quiet and contemplative for a few seconds afterwards, entranced by Grace’s performance, but Guy didn’t give them time to dwell as he immediately began another dancing tune.
 
   Grace sang well throughout her set of songs, and when Guy introduced and thanked her at the end of the last song, she received a warm round of applause.   She sang again later in the evening during another set of tunes, and danced and socialized without stopping when she wasn't on stage. 
 
   During the break, Grange questioned Guy about the reports of the children run over by Maurin's horse, and heard confirmation from the band leader and the dulcimer player as well.  “And thank you bringing your friend – she has added something special tonight.”  Grange decided to be mature and pass along Guy’s compliment to the girl during their stroll together that night.  
 
   First though, Grange had to wait for her to shake loose from her admirers after the music ended and the evening's festivities were closed, and the two of them walked back to the palace together. 
 
   "It's so nice to be appreciated for something besides being a wizard," she said after hearing his comments, while humming a tune quietly as they walked.   "And I think my voice is better than it was before I joined Master Brieed."
 
   Grange listened politely and they walked without trouble back to the palace hallway of the wizard.
 
   "Thank you," Grace told Grange as she opened the door to enter her room.  "I hope you'll take me along again sometime when you go to play music."
 
   "I'm sure we'll arrange that," Grange agreed.  Grace was more pleasant than at any time in his experience, and he hoped he could maintain the relationship on those terms. 
 
   They carried out their chores the next morning and ate breakfast.   Jom delivered a pair of packages at the end of the meal, and Brieed came to stand between their tables. 
 
   "Put those fancy new clothes on so that we can make our appointment at court," he instructed, and they each walked quickly to their rooms to change. 
 
   Grange found that he had received a black shirt and black trousers, along with a white cloth belt and white cape.  The clothes fit comfortably, made of soft and pliable material that was more luxurious than anything he had ever worn before it in his life. 
 
   He pulled on the black boots that had been sent with the extraordinary clothing, then went out into the hallway and waited with Eli and Brieed, while Grace remained in her room. 
 
   "Very impressive," Brieed opined.  "Don't you agree, Eli?"
 
   "Nicer than anything I have," the senior apprentice said sourly.
 
   "When your turn comes to be introduced at court, we'll be sure you have appropriate clothing," Brieed said complacently. 
 
   Grace's door opened, and the girl stepped out.  She stood in place examining Grange, as he looked at her.  Their clothing was nearly identical.   Grace wore a white cape over a black blouse and black long skirt, with a white cloth sash around her waist. 
 
   "Is this someone's idea of a joke?" she asked as she strode up to the others.   "We're not twins!"
 
   "Maybe you could hold hands and skip up to the throne together," Eli said brightly. 
 
   "You each look imposing, and together you'll look like a force to be reckoned with," Brieed said dismissive.  "Now, let's be on our way to court."
 
   Grange and Grace looked at each other and shrugged.   Grange didn’t understand what was so noteworthy about the clothes matching, and he didn’t worry.  He simply had to suffer through the ceremony and then hopefully get on with his life - the lessons and practice and whatever else the jewels and Brieed had in mind for him.
 
   They stayed indoors, not venturing out.  Downstairs, Brieed led them through corridors and hallways that were a labyrinth of turns completely baffling to Grange, but the wizard seemed confident of his way, and they soon arrived in an area of baroque elaborateness where guards in colorful uniforms were stationed prominently and frequently, and crowds of other attendees wore clothes that were made from bright colors and extraordinary designs.
 
   "We go in here," Brieed motioned towards a small, guarded door.
 
   "We are to present to the court," the wizard told the guards. "It's the apprentice wizards," he helpfully offered.
 
   "Yes sir, straight down the hall to see the Master of Protocol," the guard replied as she held the door open. 
 
   The quartet of wizards slipped down the hall until they reached a man sitting at a high desk.
 
   "These elegant young things are your protégés, Brieed?" the man asked as he looked down at the wizard. 
 
   "Indeed, Belte, they’re the next generation of protectors and servants of the realm," Brieed replied with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   "They'll be the first wizards to protect and serve the realm then," the man jousted with a smile.   "As it happens, we've given them the third introduction, so the king and prince should be on their thrones by then, and still paying attention."
 
   "Very kind, Belte," Brieed thanked him.
 
   "Go stand by the green rope.  When I call you, walk to the silver star in the floor, and bow.  Then answer any questions - but don't expect any.  Accept your accolades and back away, then return here, or go debauch yourselves in the palace, if Brieed will allow,” Belte advised Grace and Grange directly.
 
   "No, that won't be necessary," Brieed asserted.   "They have lessons yet this morning," he said.
 
   "Still the wet blanket at the bonfire, I see," Belte said.  "Well, off with you now, others are coming," he looked down the hall as more participants arrived to be introduced at court.
 
   "Will I be introduced at court, master?" Eli asked Brieed as the group entered the audience hall.  The crowd was sizable, perhaps as large as the number of dancers Grange had seen the night before, but the hall was so large it appeared half empty.   
 
   "I'm sure your day will come Eli," Brieed assured him.  "Either you'll do something heroic like these young things, or you'll demonstrate your mastery of your arts with such service to the crown that you'll be entered into some order." 
 
   They arrived at the green rope and edged along it to nearly the center aisle of the room.  From that spot they were only twenty paces from the three high, but empty thrones that sat atop a dais.
 
   "So now we wait," Brieed said.  "The royals are notoriously late-arrivals."
 
   "Will we need to say anything?" Grange asked. 
 
   "Typically not," Brieed replied, "but you did save the prince from some unpleasantness, so you may have a chance to tell what an honor it was."
 
   "Grange gave me energy that night without any incantations or wand or amulet; is he a sorcerer?" Grace suddenly asked. 
 
   Eli made a strangling sound at the revelation.  At that moment an official struck a large gong, whose noise reverberated around the hall as all came to attention. 
 
   "Today's session of the royal court of Palmland is called to order with a prayer to the benevolent god Huem.  Let his chief priest offer the benediction," A court official announced.
 
   A man in a light blue robe stepped to a prominent spot not far from where the quartet of wizards stood.
 
   "We ask that all the actions and words this court witnesses this day will reflect your wisdom, and will be pleasing in your eyes, great and rational Huem," the man intoned.
 
   Grange waited for the pause to end, but the silence stretched out, and after several seconds he opened his eyes to see that the priest had finished and was walking away, while the Master of Protocol was returning to the center of the room.  It was the shortest prayer he had ever heard delivered.
 
   "The proceedings of the royal court may now commence," the man pronounced.  "The Count and Countess of the Granite Mountain are recognized," his voice boomed out across the hall.   "Let them approach," he covertly looked over his shoulder, where the chairs remained vacant, "the throne." 
 
   A pair of portly, middle-aged people emerged from the front of the crowd and crossed through the opening in the green rope, to stand simpering before the official.
 
   "For your long and prosperous thirty years serving your king as the count, you are recognized," There was a rustling sound of cloth as a set of curtains was pushed aside, and three people walked out onto the dais.
 
   The newcomers headed to the thrones and settled into the seats with practiced familiarity.  Grange recognized Prince Grael from the fracas at the festival, but could only guess that the older man in the center throne was the king, and the woman in the third seat was unknown to him.
 
   "You are recognized," the speaker continued without missing a beat, "by their royal Majesties, who are here to personally acknowledge your leadership." He turned and waved his arm to draw attention to the royal family, who all dutifully waved acknowledgment of the minor nobles.
 
   The pair bowed deeply, then returned to the crowd.
 
   The Master of Protocol stepped forward again.   "We call forth Ambassador Bartar, who returns from his successful negotiations with the Kingdom of Kilau.  Step forth and be recognized, Ambassador."
 
   A tall, dark man, one who appeared to be the model of what a leader should look like, stepped forward.   He wore clothes that Grange had never seen before, a white toga over his shoulder with a sleeveless blue garment beneath. 
 
   The royals seemed to sit up slightly at the appearance of the man.
 
   "Ambassador Bartar has returned recently from Kilau with an agreement that the closed land will agree to trade negotiations with Palmland.   For his remarkable success where so many others have failed, we salute the Ambassador," the speaker pronounced. 
 
   The princess or queen or whoever the enthroned woman was, appeared delighted with the report, as she smiled and clapped momentarily.  Prince Grael held a plainly neutral face by contrast, and the king in his throne gently pounded his open palm on the arm of his seat to signal approval.
 
   "The court looks forward to a more complete report at the appropriate time, my lord," the Master of Protocol spoke to the ambassador, who nodded his head in acquiescence, then backed away and out of the spotlight.
 
   There was a smattering of applause from the assembled audience, but Grange ceased to pay attention, as he expected Grace and him to be introduced next.
 
   "There are heroes in the court this morning," the Master of Protocol announced, shushing the crowd.   "To be presented today are a pair of apprentice wizards whose timely use of magic assisted Prince Grael recently.  We call forth the apprentices Grace and Grange of the Wizards Hall, to be recognized."
 
   "Come on," Grace planted an elbow in his ribs as she walked rapidly past him.  Grange followed, and together they entered the open space beyond the green rope. 
 
   "Before us all stand these two loyal subjects of Palmland, recognized for displaying quick actions and faithful service to their deserving rulers," the Master said.  He didn’t describe the circumstances involved in the prince's nearly untimely attack, Grange noticed.
 
   The crowd murmured, and Grange saw that the prince had risen from his seat to step forward. 
 
   He held something in his hand, which he handed to the Master, then spoke quietly for a moment before stepping back one pace.
 
   "As a token of esteem, the royal family inducts each of you into the Loyal Order of the Blue Pendant, with all the privileges that are bestowed upon its members.  Step forward and receive your token," the Master spoke.
 
   "Grange," he said first, as the audience seemed to murmur from some great distance. 
 
   "Step out," Grace whispered without moving her lips.  Grange obediently took a step forward as the Master raised his hands, then draped a ribbon around Grange's neck, so that a silver disc with blue jewels rested upon the black shirt on his chest. 
 
   "And now the fair Grace," the Master spoke. 
 
   Grace stepped forward and bowed her head.  As she did so, the prince stepped closer.  He touched the Master's arm, and took the pendant to personally place it upon Grace.
 
   "Such extraordinary talent in such an attractive girl," the prince said in a tone that made Grange's skin crawl.
 
   "This woman shall be my partner for the first dance at the Spring Blossom Ball," the prince announced, with a hand on Grace's shoulder.
 
   The crowd released a wave of sounds of surprise, followed by a smattering of applause, as the prince looked pleased with himself, and Grace blushed with surprise. 
 
   The Prince stepped back, then turned and walked back to his throne. "You are dismissed," the Master told the pair of apprentices. 
 
   They backed up until they reached the green rope, and returned to the comforting anonymity of the crowd.  Grange saw the king nod his head easily towards them, while the prince smiled and waved, and the girl - Grange guessed she was a princess - looked at them with a studious indifference. 
 
   "Let’s get you celebrities back to our rooms and get back to work," Brieed looked up at them as they returned to where he and Eli stood.  People in the crowd murmured polite comments to them as they walked past on their exit from the vast audience hall, and it was a matter of minutes before they stepped through an ornate set of doors in the rear of the chamber and reached a corridor beyond.
 
   "Would the young nobles like to learn about their privileges?" a servant ambushed them with the question as soon as they were out of the room.
 
   "No, I'll explain everything to them," Brieed answered dismissively, and he led his brigade beyond the startled lady.
 
   And so Grange began the next chapter of his life.  He was an acknowledged hero, a small, notable part of society in the land of Palmland.  Though he didn’t feel any more prepared than he had just the week before, he had crossed a threshold on his way towards becoming a power who had the potential to affect the future of many kingdoms.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Grange’s adventures will take twists and turns as he slowly moves towards the confrontation with the demons.  Read “Perilous Travels” to learn when fate sends him and how it treats him.  Enjoy the sample below…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "You demonstrate marvelous abilities with incantations," the wizard had told him after calling him into his office one morning.   "But there is a great deal more that you need to learn.   You still know next to nothing about how to create and use amulets, for instance, nor have you made any potions, powders, or inhalables.
 
   "You should spend more time with your studies of wizardry and less time with your studies of pretty girls," the Master wizard had said with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   Grange had understood, accepted, and even mostly agreed with the advice.   He did have more time available,  since Brielle no longer existed as his hard-driving instructor in weapons and combat,  he did have unstructured time every afternoon that he could devote a portion of to studies.  But he had only begun such arrangements for a few days when he had received a note written on heavy, sealed parchment, asking him to meet with Princess Aubrey and sundry others.
 
   When he’d gone the next day to the small, simple sitting room, he'd found the princess, along with Lord Bartar and Brieed, all sitting and awaiting him.
 
   "Thank you for attending us, friend Grange," the princess had greeted him as he had awkwardly bowed.  “I owe you my personal thanks for your heroism at the Ball.   You saved not only the Kingdom, but you saved my life and the life of my fiancé as well.
 
   "We have a favor to ask of you," she flattered him by saying.  She and Brieed could order him to do their bidding, he knew.   He also knew that he might not choose to follow their commands; he felt no overwhelming loyalty to the crown of Palmland, though his months of living in the city had been extraordinary. 
 
   What do you wish, my lady?" he asked.   He looked from Aubrey to Brieed for an explanation. 
 
   "Actually, I'm the one asking the favor," Bartar spoke up.
 
   "I'm going to embark soon on a return visit to the island nation of Kilau, to negotiate a treaty with their queen, to open up trade between our nations.  I'd like for you to sail with me to visit their court for this trip," Bartar said.
 
   "I don't know anything about Kilau, or trading, or treaties," Grange stammered.  "I wouldn't do any good on a trip like that."
 
   "On the contrary, I think you would be a great asset," Bartar asserted.   "There are no wizards at the queen's court.  A demonstration of your abilities would be very impressive, and would help the negotiations."
 
   "I think you would benefit from the experience in another court." Brieed spoke for the first time.  "From what I know of your future, the more you see and know about the wide world, the better you will be served."
 
   Grange looked from one of the great leaders to another.  He saw only kindness and interest in their faces.  
 
   At the time, Grange had been honored and intimidated by the request from the mighty leaders, and he had agreed to the request. 
 
   "I should have said 'no'," he told himself days later, on the day the horizon was filled with dark clouds and the waves grew in size while they sprayed their foam upon the deck of the ship.
 
   He watched as the members of the crew climbed the masts and adjusted the sails while the officers bawled orders.
 
   "You ought to go down to the cabins," an officer spared a moment to advise Grange. 
 
   "Soon," Grange agreed.  He wanted to stay out of the shared cabin as long as possible, while Astel, Bartar's page, suffered from a new bout of seasickness brought on by the looming storm's turbulence.
 
   Lightning began to arrive, and the day seemed as dark as nightfall.  The ship's motions grew more severe, warm waves of sea water drenched him in moisture, and at last he concluded he needed to go below the deck. 
 
   He turned and lurched from the railing to the closest ladder to climb down, when the sound of a tremendous explosion filled his ears and a blinding flash of light enveloped him.  He felt his body collapse as his muscles all were overcome by the effects of the bolt of lightning that had struck the ship.
 
   There was a plucking pain in his arm, then his head struck the deck, and he lost consciousness just before a large wave swept across the surface of the deck and carried him to sea.
 
    
 
   ………
 
   ………
 
    
 
   Grange awoke as he coughed out a copious amount of sea water.  His face was planted in a bed of sand as he lay on his stomach. There was a weight sitting on his buttocks, then a sudden wave of pressure on his back, and he felt a new gush of water spew from his throat.
 
   The pressure on his back was repeated without further watery effects.  Grange pressed his hands against the sandy beach he lay on, and forced himself to roll over, displacing the weight on his back.  He heard a shout, then he was blinking rapidly as he found himself looking up into a blindingly bright sun in a cloudless blue sky.
 
   "Hey!  Give a warning!" a voice spoke next to him.
 
   He sat up, then groaned from the pain in his ribcage.  To his side there was a dark shape, and after he rubbed his eyes and shaded them he could see that the shape was a girl seated next to him.
 
   "I was swimming in the lagoon and I saw you floating in the sea outside the reef," she said.  "I pulled you to shore and tried pumping the water from your lungs, and look at this, you're alive!" she seemed quite pleased with the success of her rescue efforts.  Her teeth gleamed white against her dark skin, darker than Grange had ever seen before.
 
   "Don't laugh at me, because I know it sounds impossible, but I would have sworn that there was a great black fish carrying you towards the reef.  It disappeared just as I reached you," she told him.
 
   Grange barely heard her story though, as he looked at her.  
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