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   With great care, he scanned the slope down the hill until he found the path that led from the woods to the water, then examined its length for any traps or dangers.  There was nothing in evidence, so he carefully crept out of the trees and descended the trail.
 
   Cautiously, Alec crept down into the warmth, and he felt a light mist of rain falling upon him as snowflakes from above melted mid-air in the unusual temperatures that rose from the ponds on the valley floor.  He sprinted across the level ground to the edge of the pool, where he tapped the closest person to him, Andi, on the shoulder.  The girl was immersed in the water of the pool, her whole torso and extremities submerged, her clothes and coat still bundled around her body, strangely enough.
 
   “Andi!” Alec called as he poked her.  “Wake up,” he spoke again, but nothing roused the girl.  He looked at her with his health vision, splitting his use of his powers, his thin, limited stream of powers, into three components – Light, Spirit, and Healer.  The globe of light above shrank and dimmed as he decreased his flow of energy to it, but his Healer vision showed that Andi’s body was suffering some strange treatment.  Then his Spirit energy made him snap his head up sharply, as he felt a siren’s call to join the girl in the water, to grow warm and comfortable and relaxed by soaking in the moist, liquid resting place that awaited him.
 
   The siren that called was the same presence that had felt hostile before, or was it hungry, he wondered?  He felt a longing to succumb to the lure, to let himself slide into the water, and he swung his feet around beneath him so that he could dip them into the pond’s faintly glowing blue moisture.
 
   As his feet dropped into the pond, his Healer energies screamed at him that the water was a danger, a threat to health and life, and he jerked his legs upward.   He watched in horror as streamers of water reached up from the pond’s surface, trying to follow and retain their hold on his feet, wanting to pull him into the thirsty water.
 
   With horror, Alec backed away from the water, and watched as it splashed with inexplicable waves, reaching up onto the shore to try to reach him.
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   The Caravan Road
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1 – The Ridgeclimb Clinic
 
    
 
   He didn’t realize it at the time, but Alec’s adventure began while he was tending to a patient from the village in the valley.  Trevia was a long-time friend, a woman whose children he had delivered and watched grow over the course of the previous two decades.  Trevia brought fresh loaves of bread and baskets of mushrooms as her means of paying what she owed for the treatment Alec had provided to her and her family over the years.  Like her neighbors and the others who lived across a wide region of the nameless mountain range, Trevia respected and trusted Alec as not only the caregiver, but also the pillar of society who made peace and prosperity possible for the hundreds of people who scratched their livings from the meager resources of the isolated mountain region.
 
   As Alec finished applying a salve to the infected scratch on Trevia’s leg, a knock at the door preceded the entry of a young medic into the room.  “When you finish with Trevia, there’s a visitor who wishes to speak to you,” the doctor-in-training said deferentially to Alec.
 
   Alec calmly dismissed his young protégé, then finished listening to Trevia explain how difficult her daughter was to raise.  “When I was her age, young people showed much more respect towards their parents,” Trevia insisted as she bemoaned Ingenia’s willful neglect of chores around their homestead, a neglect that the mother was sure was the result of spending too much time mooning over a young man who lived on the other side of the ridge.
 
   Trevia appreciated the manner in which Alec nodded his head sympathetically.  She only wanted someone to listen to her; she suspected there was little that could truly be done to change the girl’s interests, as she matured and her place in society seemed to change on an almost daily basis.  “I wish she could just stay my little girl forever,” Trevia lamented as she finished getting her burden off of her chest, thankful that Alec would listen, when even her own husband merely shrugged and told her that children were bound to grow up.
 
   And then she was out the door; she knew her heart was lightened, and her leg was feeling better.  She did not know that Alec had managed to detect and heal a small tumor on her liver while he had seemed to fuss over her scratched leg, nor did she know that Alec had gently released a whisper of a stream of Spiritual ingenaire energies into her as well, accounting for the livelier spirits she carried out the door.
 
   After she left, Alec sat alone for a long minute in the bright stone-walled room of his clinic, a building that was stoutly-enough built to withstand a siege, though it only served peaceful and humanitarian purposes.  The large building was constructed on a rocky rise that looked down upon the Black Crag-to-Oolitan caravan route, a difficult but highly traveled road through the mountains that carried the trade of goods between two lands that knew nothing of each other besides the goods that traders carried back and forth.
 
   Alec’s clinic was an established landmark on the caravan route.  When Alec had decided to settle and create a home for himself in the middle of the sparsely-populated, rugged wilderness along the caravan road, he had begun to build the structure himself, at the same time he had begun to build his medical practice to serve the scattered handful of residents in the area and the travelers and traders along the road.  He had also established a rule of law that hadn’t previously existed for hundreds of miles of his location atop the rugged mountainous plateau he adopted as his home.
 
   He had started small and slowly, using his Stone ingenaire abilities to craft the solid walls that protected him, his clinic, and his patients from outlaws and the elements.  Little by little he had expanded the building from its original two rooms to become the large complex it now comprised, all constructed of walls that Alec had fused together into solid, seamless stone, able to resist attack as well as the inclement weather that was more likely to strike, especially in the vicious storms of the  winter season.
 
   Now the clinic building was used by caravans as a shelter from the storms, and was credited with saving lives of traders who otherwise would have frozen to death in the brutal waves of snow and frigid temperatures that swept across the mountains in the late fall and early spring (not to mention the dark winter season, when no reasonable person was foolish enough to try to travel the mountains).  Alec felt no qualms about charging high lodging and supply rates to the caravan travelers in such situations.  He felt that they knew the storms were a hazard in the winter-time, and any decision to gamble on traveling across the road close to winter was a result of calculated greed, which deserved to pay a price.  The proceeds of his business-like hospitality enabled him to maintain the staff of apprentice medical trainees who studied under him at the mountain clinic, who often came to learn healing skills so that they could take their knowledge with them back to their far-flung homes after several years of study, for Alec’s healing skills had been practiced on patients traveling along the trading route, and stories of his miraculous cures had traveled with those survivors back across the kingdoms and nations that were home to the survivors.
 
   Alec raised himself from the stool he sat on in the empty examination room, ready to find and listen to the visitor who awaited him.  His curiosity was raised simply by the fact that the announcement had referred to a ‘visitor’ and not a ‘patient’, with the implicit differentiation that this was not a medical matter.  The stone walls made the room cool – year round – and Alec didn’t mind stepping out.  The stone walls were solid, protective, and imposing, but they were chilly, he admitted.  One of his young followers was working with local women to weave hangings that helped warm the rooms, and Alec was enthusiastically in favor of the project.  The first few woven hangings had perceptibly helped the rooms feel better, and some of the local women showed a real talent for creating beautiful tapestries.  
 
   Additionally, the project was creating a market for the local wool, giving the shepherds an easier way to earn a living from their products, instead of having to rely on the trading caravans to buy the raw wool for a pittance.  Alec didn’t mind paying a premium for the tapestries he was buying, and he expected that the many rooms and the many walls in each room of the clinic would provide a long-lasting market necessitating a period of buying.  By the time he was done furnishing his needs, he hoped the local entrepreneurs would begin to sell their products to the traders and receive a greater value for the finished goods than they currently got for their wool.
 
   He took one more look at the tapestry on the wall behind him, a tapestry that was his favorite, a scene of several children playing a game of tag, then left the room to walk down the long hall that ran the length of the roadside wing.  In the foyer he found Marcus, the messenger who had spoken to him earlier.  “Your guest is in the battle room,” Marcus informed Alec with a gesture towards a door that stood slightly ajar.
 
   Alec raised his eyebrows with a look of inquiry, curious why a visitor would await him in a room that was not a medical examination room.  “It’s Carmive, sir,” Marcus answered the unspoken question.  “She said she truly needed to see you, but that it was not for medicine.”
 
   “Thank you Marcus,” Alec acknowledged, then crossed the drafty foyer to the opposite side, and entered the battle room, where a dark-haired woman awaited him.
 
   The battle room had earned its name from the tapestry that hung upon its wall, a fanciful depiction of what a mountain weaver imagined a battlefield would look like, with orderly rows of soldiers in precise formations facing one another.  The weaver had never experienced or witnessed a battle, Alec knew.  The reality of battle was chaos – fluid situations, dynamic conditions, shifting positions and unpredictable surroundings.  Alec had lived through multiple wars, and their battlefields all had that one thing in common – whether it was the Dominion, the lacertii, the Michian empire or Avonellene’s own armies, there was never any way to stick to a plan or stay in an expected formation once the battle began.
 
   He shifted his attention from the tapestry to Carmive, a long-time patient and neighbor.  Alec had begun tending her ills when she was just a girl.  He had seen her grow up, he had seen her wedding, and he had tended to the health of her own children, who were nearly adults themselves now.  She looked healthy to Alec’s eye, and he instinctively used his Healer vision to examine her as well while he pushed the door shut behind his back.  There was no evidence of injury or illness, as Marcus had indicated.  Alec wondered what local issue had arisen that would prompt Carmive to come see him; while some of the neighbors tried to draw Alec into every local dispute that arose, Carmive was not one of those.  Alec had repeatedly avoided becoming entangled in the disputes which he believed people should learn to solve on their own, disappointing many who lived in the region, but he had never heard any such request from Carmive, until now.
 
   Carmive rose from her chair.  Alec held out a hand to greet her, then sat in the companion chair as Carmive took her seat again.  “It’s nice to see you this morning.  Is your family well?” Alec asked.  It was still just mid-morning, and Carmive’s homestead was over an hour’s journey to the western valley that rested below the ridgetop caravan route.  She had apparently left her home immediately after breakfast; whatever the issue was, Alec concluded it would be important to her, but not something so urgent that Carmive had felt the need to leave before breakfast.
 
   “They’re all well,” Carmive replied in a warm voice, glad to open the conversation with such an easy topic.
 
   “And how are your crops looking?” he knew that Carmive’s husband devoted more of his time to crops than to livestock, only raising a small herd of swine and a few cattle to supply meat for his own family, and relying on several fields of grain and vegetables that were scattered along a small river valley below the ridge that the caravan road followed.
 
   “Well, the late frost hurt our orchard, but everything else is going to bounce back,” Carmive answered assuredly.
 
   Alec sat in silence, waiting for her to open the real conversation.   He’d checked on two topics that didn’t seem to trouble her, so now it was time to wait patiently and let her open up the issue that was on her mind.
 
   “I’m sorry to trouble a great man such as yourself,” she began humbly just seconds later.
 
   “You’re no trouble, and I’m not a great man, just a neighbor,” Alec tried to put her at ease.
 
   “Oh, but you are!” Carmive protested, “and you’re always so willing to help us all.
 
   “That’s why I thought I should ask for your advice, and maybe your help,” she picked up the thread of her purpose for visiting.  “Jasen’s grandfather has passed away out west in Oolitan; we got word from a message that was delivered on the last caravan that came through.
 
   “There’re some affairs that need to be settled up.  Jasen’s his only heir, so we need to send someone to sell his home,” she explained.  “We have it in mind to go ourselves, but we’re nervous about leaving the farm for the weeks it’ll take to get there and deal with everything and then return – a month each way at best, we figure.  That means we’d have to leave the kids to tend the farm, and that worries me,” she admitted.
 
   “Would you think it’ll do to let the two of them stay in the house on their own?” she asked.  “And would you be willing to have someone check on them on a regular schedule to let them know they have someone to help if they need?” Carmive asked her second question before Alec had even answered the first.
 
   “Carmive, we can certainly send someone to go by the farmhouse every day you’re gone,” Alec agreed.  He thought about her two children, a son and a daughter, the son probably still a teenager – though just barely, and the daughter perhaps a couple of years younger.  The son, whose name Alec recalled as Jasel, was a strapping, husky boy, someone built to work on a farm.  His younger sister, Kriste, was inexplicably petite, with a frame that was thin and small, petite in contrast to the rest of her family.  Alec had delivered Jasel himself, but had been absent when Kriste was born; one of his apprentices had successfully handled the delivery while Alec was on one of his periodic trips to Valeriane.  Alec had often checked on Jasel, a boy who had lived a boy’s life to the fullest on the farm, frequently suffering injuries and accidents from his handling of implements and animals.
 
   “They’re good kids; they won’t cause any trouble,” he assured her.  “You and Jasen can travel without worry.  Is there anything I can do to help you prepare for this journey you’re going to make?  I’ve never been to the Twenty Cities myself to know what to prepare you for; it’s a long trip, especially for a couple that’s traveling alone.  You’re going to be coming home well past the start of autumn, and that’s not a good time for normal folks to try to travel the mountains,” he warned Carmive, unnecessarily, for he knew that she was well aware of the potentially troubling weather than could descend upon travelers when cold weather claimed dominion over the mountains.
 
   Although he knew the weather grew challenging all along the road, Alec had never gone any further west than the clinic where he resided.  His long-ago journey to the clinic site had brought him from the Avonellene Empire to the place where he’d founded his home, and the handful of trips he’d made since settling down in the mountains had been back in that direction, back east to Valeriane or Warm Springs.  He didn’t go as far as Vincennes.
 
   “We hope we’ll have everything settled quickly in Oolitan, and return before the weather’s bad.  We may just join a caravan for the return, if there’s one available,” Carmive replied.  “There won’t be much to settle other than to make sure Grandfather’s body is properly buried and his spirit is tended to in the afterlife, once we sell the house,” she replied.   “Jasen has a notion to try to do some trading, but we won’t slow down for that,” she spoke in a more confidential tone.
 
   “Thank you for keeping watch over the children.  We’ll plan to leave the day after tomorrow, now that that’s settled,” Carmive said gratefully.  Minutes later, after a last few words of advice, she was out the door of the room and on her way.
 
   

 
   
  
 
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2 – Kriste’s Farm
 
    
 
   Three days later Alec personally went to the farm to visit the stay-at-home teenagers.
 
   “I think dad should have taken me,” Jasel grumbled as Alec helped him lead the small herd of cattle from one pasture to another.  “You never know; he might need my strength to lift something.”
 
   “He might,” Alec agreed, as Jasel lifted the bar back into place behind them to keep the cattle penned in place.  “But he knew he’d need your strength here at home while he was gone,” Alec added.  “Who else could he rely on?  He didn’t trust anyone better than you.”
 
   Jasel was silent as he contemplated Alec’s words, and by extending his Spiritual ingenaire powers Alec was able to tell that the boy’s disgruntlement had abated slightly as he considered his situation from his father’s perspective.
 
   Alec left Jasel to return to the farm house, where Kriste was tossing a handful of feed to the flock of chickens that roosted in the trees by the barn.  Alec knew the girl by sight, but had personally tended her infrequent medical needs only a time or two as she had grown up.  “Are you comfortable out here without your folks?” he asked her as he tried to make conversation, to get to know something about the girl.  What he knew by looking at her was that she was a very pretty girl, almost elfin in appearance with a narrow face and eyes that had the hint of an exotic tilt.  Her hair was a very light blond color, but was thick and curly.  Alec thought momentarily about his own daughter, Muriel, who he and Caitlen had raised so long ago in Vincennes.  Muriel had had similar hair, and had spent hours each day, it seemed, primping and tending her locks to perfect their looks.  Kriste was unlikely to have that amount of free time to spend in such a frivolous manner; she had instead probably come by such hair naturally.  Muriel would have been insanely jealous, Alec grinned momentarily as he thought about his flighty but sweet-hearted daughter of a long-ago era.
 
   “Will you be able to take care of your brother?” Alec asked as she stopped tossing the feed upon his approach.
 
   “I wish I could cook as well as mother; she made it look so easy,” Kriste complained.
 
   “You’ll get the hang of it; this is good practice,” Alec assured her.
 
   “And there are so many other chores to do,” she added, then yawned abruptly, and loudly.
 
   “And I keep having bad dreams that wake me up at night,” Kriste continued in explanation.
 
   “I’m sure you’re missing your parents; your heart is trying to adjust to their absence.   Have you ever been apart from them?”  Alec asked.  He didn’t know if she was a girl given to anxiety.
 
   “I’ve never spent a night anywhere but here, with mom and dad in the house, until these past couple of nights.  It is strange,” Kriste admitted.  “But the dreams don’t seem to have anything to do with them.”
 
   “What are your dreams like?” Alec asked.  He stepped over to the side of the house and leaned against it.  Kriste reacted by sitting on the back step.
 
   “There’s a man, and he’s coming to get me.  He’s coming from far, far away.  And I’ve dreamt of the same man every night for the past three nights,” Kriste said.  “He seems so real, and he’s chasing me.  But I know it’s just a dream.”
 
   “Is he some boyfriend?  Some boy whose heart you’ve broken?  You’re a very pretty girl, you know.  I’m sure all the boys in the area have been interested in you,” Alec commented.
 
   “No.  And no.  He’s not anyone I know; he’s much older than me, way too old – probably as old as you are,” Kriste replied, not appreciating what she said, and too self-absorbed to see the grin on Alec’s face.  “And I don’t have any boyfriends; dad won’t let me go anywhere if he or Jasel aren’t with me.”
 
   “He’s a smart man,” Alec told her soothingly.  “You’ll have a boyfriend when the time comes.”
 
   He reached out gently towards the girl, and placed his hand lightly on top of her head, letting a flow of his Spiritual powers enter the girl, seeking to sooth her soul of its anxiety and take away the cause of her dreams.
 
   His powers entered her, and began to interact with her soul, whispering gently about the peace and goodness that God offered.  He abruptly stopped, and removed his hand from her head, jerking his palm off her crown so quickly that she looked up questioningly.
 
   “Sorry,” he said apologetically, as he wondered at what he had experienced.  He had expected to find the shallow soul of a teenager, and had expected to easily sooth the anxieties that roiled her thoughts.  Instead, he had found a teenage soul, wrapped around a mysterious, shrouded heart.  The deep center of the girl, the place where a typical person’s core resided, beyond that person’s own awareness in virtually all cases, was impenetrable and indecipherable.
 
   Kriste’s spiritual composition was a mystery to Alec, something he couldn’t readily understand; she was unlike anyone he could remember making contact with during his many decades of life as an active Spiritual ingenaire.  There was no explanation for a teenage girl to have such depth in her soul, nor for it to be so difficult to minister to.
 
   “Alec!” Jasel called from the far field.  Alec turned to see the boy trying to hold back his herd of cattle, which had apparently knocked the gate open and were meandering towards the bean crop.
 
   “I’ll talk to you later, Kriste,” Alec told the girl, then ran to help Jasel bring his charges under control.  Sometime later, sweaty and worn from the labors to re-corral the bovine wanderers, Alec returned to the farm house, on his way back to his clinic.  He looked at the steep path that climbed upward from the farm in the bottom of the valley towards the road that followed the ridgetop, several hundred feet above.
 
   Alec turned aside and entered the farmhouse, where he found Kriste in the kitchen, preparing the midday meal for her brother.  “Kriste, hold still for a moment,” Alec commanded her, coming up behind her and placing his hand on her head again.  He had been puzzled by the inexplicable configuration of her soul when he had interacted with it before, and had pondered it during the time spend herding cattle back into their pasture.  He had a vague sense that it reminded him of something from long ago in his past, something he couldn’t remember clearly.
 
   He engaged his Spiritual powers, and let his awareness enter Kriste, circling and examining her mysterious, impenetrable center, then he began to probe, cautiously pressing himself into that darkness, an amorphous, fog-like darkness, through which he could vaguely sense a bright center resting ahead of him at the core of the darkness.  As he approached, he felt tangles of awareness and purpose that brushed against his own spirit; the contacts pressed against him, and he had the sense that he was suddenly in a reversed position – he was the one being examined and judged, not Kriste.
 
   Before he could even pause in his exploration of Kriste’s psyche to react to her examination of him, he heard her spirit speak to his.  What are you doing?  What do I feel? And then an overwhelming lethargy overcame him, and he felt his body collapsing onto the floor as he passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3 – The Merchant Visitors
 
    
 
   Alec awoke when he heard Jasel entering the house.  He found himself sprawling on the floor, with Kriste lying unconscious beside him.  
 
   “Are you alright?  What happened?” Jasel asked as he knelt next to his sister and propped the unconscious girl up into a sitting position while he held her.
 
   “I don’t know,” Alec said, rubbing his forehead, trying to recollect and understand what had happened.  He looked over at Kriste with his healing vision and saw no injury that could have made her pass out.  Carefully, he switched his abilities to his Spiritual energy, and cautiously attempted to evaluate her.  As his consciousness came into contact with her soul again, he saw that the enigmatic shell that hid her center was brightly active, roiling with inexplicable energy, which dimmed and calmed in a matter of seconds as he watched, returning to the somnolence it had exhibited before.  The alien energy seemed to both withdraw in upon itself and simultaneously dissipate away, leaving the girl with the same enigmatic consciousness Alec had first puzzled over before going out to the field.
 
   With the change in her consciousness, Kriste moaned, then fluttered her eyelids before holding them steadily open, while her eyes wandered around the scene in bewilderment.  “Jasel, where did you come from?”  She looked over at Alec.  “What did you do to me?”
 
   Jasel’s head turned sharply to look at Alec as well, and his eyes narrowed in scrutiny.
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Alec protested.  “All the sudden I woke up on the floor when I heard Jasel coming in just a second ago.”
 
   “I felt you,” Kriste responded.  “That’s the last thing I remember.  You were in my mind; I could feel you.”
 
   Jasel rose to his standing height.  “What were you doing to her Alec?” he asked in a disapproving tone.
 
   Alec shook his head, and stood too, as did Kriste.  “Kriste told me she had had bad dreams.  I was attempting to try to soothe them away by calming her spirit.  I never had an experience like this one before though.”
 
   “You can go in people’s minds?” Jasel asked skeptically.
 
   “I can,” Alec agreed.  He calmly raised his hand and gently extended his arm to place his fingertips on Jasel’s forehead.  I don’t do it often, and only to try to give people peace, he spoke mind-to-mind to the young farmer.
 
   Jasel’s eyes opened wide, and he stepped back, startled.
 
   “Your mind is…unusual,” Alec told Kriste as he drew his arm back to his side.  “I’m sorry for causing a scare, and I’m sorry I didn’t do anything to treat your nightmares.”  He looked at the angle of the shadows outside, noting the passage of the day.  “I wish I could stay longer, and try to examine you, but we were apparently on the floor for some time, and the day is passing away.  I need to return to the clinic,” he motioned upwards towards the ridge top.
 
   “Please come up and see me sometime Kriste, if you keep having bad dreams,” Alec told the girl.  “We’ll keep sending someone by here every day to see you, so you two take care, and come up to the clinic if there’s anything you need urgently, anything at all,” he said emphatically.  Jasel had relaxed, and seemed to accept Alec’s ability to touch his mind.
 
   “Mom always told us that you’re a great man, maybe hiding from the world.  I never believed her until now, but I guess you do have powers,” Jasel spoke as if to confirm to Alec that he had accepted as ordinary Alec’s ability to reach out and touch him with Spiritual power.
 
   With a grin, Alec nodded his head slightly, then turned and walked out of the home.  He set a fast pace to try to climb to the top of the trail as quickly as possible on his way back to his home, but his legs were aching and he had to stop to treat himself with healing powers before he got to the top.
 
   Back atop the ridge, Alec quickly walked along the caravan road to his clinic, and resumed his activities there, healing patients and overseeing the administration of the facility, but throughout the late afternoon and early evening his mind wandered back to the wonders of Kriste’s inexplicable mind.  There was something about it that seemed to remind him of something from his past life, but he remained frustrated that he couldn’t pin the memory down.
 
   The next day news came to the clinic that drove curiosity about Kriste away from Alec’s attention.  “Sir, the latest caravan from Black Crag just stopped to have an illness tended to.  Would you like to speak with the leader?” Partre, his senior apprentice asked; Alec’s on-going interest in the news from the Avonellene empire was known by his staff, who often invited someone from most westward-bound caravans to spend a few minutes with Alec.
 
   “Send him into the office,” Alec agreed, and he went to the front office room of the clinic, where he was soon joined by a bandy-legged man, a caravan leader who was actively involved in the hands-on management of the caravans he led, one who rode a horse up and down the length of his wagon train, rather than riding in relative comfort inside a wagon.  Alec knew the man better than any of the other caravan leaders who traveled the mountain roads; he was a man who succeeded in leading as many as five caravans each year between Avonellene and the Twenty Cities civilization on the far end of the road, and he was considered the most reliable means of transporting goods.
 
   “Ezten, it’s good to see you again,” Alec greeted the leader and gestured him to have a seat after they shook hands.  “Can I pour a drink for you?” he asked his guest.
 
   “You don’t have anything stronger that water, do you?” Ezten the leader asked mournfully, as he did every time he stopped in to visit with Alec, whose reputation as a teetotaler was widely known, and considered one of the most striking things that made him such an oddity among the stops along the caravan route.
 
   As always, Alec pulled out a bottle of distilled spirits that he kept just to serve to Ezten, and placed the bottle on the desk, then motioned for the man to pour some into the glazed tumbler that sat next to the water jug.
 
   “What excitement has erupted in the civilized lands?” Alec asked in an ironic tone.  He had left Avonellene voluntarily three decades earlier, dissatisfied with the governance his own grandson had imposed upon the empire in the years following Caitlen’s death.  Alec had withdrawn from Vincennes to Valeriane, where he held the title of duke as a result of a long-prior reward from Caitlen, a title she had given him in the earliest days of their relationship.  From Valeriane Alec had tried to ignore the oddity and inconsistency that his grandson, Vancove, had imposed on the empire as he and his cronies had turned the palace into a seat of frivolous entertainment and public plundering.
 
   Alec had sat in the ducal palace in Valeriane and listened to the pleas of visiting merchants and minor nobles who came to ask Alec to intervene and admonish his grandson the emperor.  Even though Alec had resisted doing so, Vancove came to hear rumors that Alec was making Valeriane the center of dissent within the empire, so that increasingly cold relationships between the two had finally caused Alec to leave, to wander westward on the quest for a better environment that had taken him first to a long visit to Warm Springs, then to a stop at Black Crag, and finally to the journey that had ended at the Ridgeclimb site where he presently lived.
 
   “The new emperor has begun to make some changes,” Ezten told Alec, referring to the grandson of the emperor who Alec had left behind, a man who Alec had never met.  “He’s a weak one.  The nobles are flexing their muscles, and Lugust isn’t stopping them.
 
   “He tried to appoint some new nobles from his advisors to give him some counterpunchers, but that isn’t helping.  He appointed a new Duke of Valeriane,” Ezten told Alec, causing his ears to perk up.
 
   “Can he create a new Duke for Valeriane?  Has the old Duke renounced his seat?” Alec asked.
 
   “No one’s seen the old Duke in years.  He’s a mythical figure; the man would have to be well over one hundred years old.  We’re talking about someone who was married to the Empress Caitlen, and she passed on two or three generations ago herself.”
 
   “Still, the old Duke was a special person,” Alec tried to rebut, speaking about himself to the unknowing Ezten.
 
   “I know, I know,” Ezten replied immediately.  “Everyone in the city is crying about how wonderful the old Duke was – his generosity and his manners and his values, not to mention his God-like powers.  The new Duke has stirred them up; he’s raising levies to go fight on behalf of the emperor, and he’s not gentle about how he recruits.  A lot of families are losing sons to the Duke’s army, and some of their daughters are being treated none-too-respectfully.  And there’s the taxes that have to pay for it all.  The Duke’s already burned through all the riches the old Duke’s steward had saved up and that had just sat unused in the local banks. 
 
   “I tell you, the city is a powder-keg, ready to erupt,” Ezten summed up.  ‘I imagine that by the time we haul this load to Oolitan and return with an eastbound load, the city will have something happen – revolt, fire, slaughter, siege…maybe all of them.”
 
   Alec felt his stomach churn at the thought of Valeriane suffering through a tyrant’s rule.  “Is there anything you need from us before you head west?” Alec asked.
 
   “A guarantee of good weather?” Ezten suggested.
 
   “I wish we could offer that,” Alec laughingly responded.
 
   “You’ve done enough, tending to the merchant who got sick.  Ambitious!  That strong-willed one will want to join the next caravan that travels west as soon as possible,” Ezten spoke as he stood.
 
   “We’ll take care of him,” Alec pledged.  The clinic had harbored invalid merchants before, and Alec knew this one was likely to be like most of the others, unhappy, constantly fretting about the safety of his goods, the costs he would incur during his stay at the clinic, and the unfavorable changes that might occur in the market while his journey was delayed.  Alec would have to check on the merchant once the caravan departed, to examine his health and assure him of his security and safety while at the clinic.
 
   Together the two walked out beyond the courtyard of the clinic structure to the broad open corridor in the center of the settlement, where the caravan road passed through.  A double file of oxen-drawn wagons stood ready, surrounded by horses and riders.  Ezten climbed aboard a chestnut gelding with an empty saddle, waved farewell to Alec, and rode out in front of the caravan, then gave a shrill whistle that set the whole collection of vehicles in motion.  Over the course of several minutes the two dozen wagons gradually departed from the clinic, the last civilized settlement they would encounter until they arrived in distant Oolitan, the exotic city that Alec knew only through the reputation passed along by caravan travelers, a reputation not far above civilized, if the free-wheeling, ungoverned, free-enterprise trade center stories were even partially true.
 
   Once the final wagon had ceased moving, Alec saw that one wagon remained standing near the clinic yard entrance, a forlorn pair of oxen standing patiently harnessed.  Alec walked around the wagon, noting that its bed was neatly covered by a tightly drawn canvas cover.
 
   “Here now, what are you doing so close to that wagon?  Move along,” a shrill voice called.   Alec turned to see a short, scrawny man with an oversized wooden staff approaching rapidly.
 
   “I was just examining it.  I presumed this belongs to the ill merchant who will be staying with us?” Alec stood in place and let the guardian of the wagon come to him.  The man’s face was thin, deeply wrinkled, and his lips were pursed in an expression of profound disapproval.  The staffholder was squinting at Alec as he approached.
 
   “Are you a servant to the merchant?” Alec asked.  “We’ll be pleased to help you arrange storage of the wagon and its contents, and I’m sure there’s a farm nearby where you can place the oxen comfortably.”
 
   “I want to speak to the head man of this way station,” the man replied.  “I want to make sure the very best doctor is sent for; bring one in from Black Crag, or from Vincennes itself.”  He placed a protective hand upon the canvas-cover wagon bed, raising his arm almost above his head to reach above the wooden panels that formed the side of the wagon, unintentionally emphasizing his own small stature.
 
   “Don’t worry friend,” Alec said sincerely.  “There are no doctors in the Avonellene Empire better than those we have here.  Your master is being well tended, I’m sure.”
 
   “Mistress, and she’s being seen by someone so young I imagine he was wearing diapers when I was already a grandfather,” the confrontational servant replied.  “I’d like to talk to the management of this forsaken pile of stones in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   Alec paused to readjust his thinking, to accept the notion of a female trader on the caravan road route.  He’d never heard of one, but he’d never gone out of his way to know the individual merchants and traders that comprised the passengers and cargo that were led back and forth through the mountains.  Given the security the caravan leaders provided, he supposed a lady could take on the role of trader and successfully manage to hold her own among the cut-throat competition that fed off the goods that arrived at either end of the route.
 
   “Your mistress,” Alec corrected himself aloud.  “I’ll be happy to help you,” he said as he saw Partre approaching to either bail him out of the tedious conversation he was trapped in, or to bring some information to Alec.  Partre was good at all that he did as second-in-command of the clinic, and he relieved Alec of innumerable small chores, such as handling unhappy servants.
 
   Today though, Alec felt moved to personally try to help the unseen lady trader and her servant himself.  He waved Partre away before the competent man could reach him; he wanted time to contemplate the news he’d received from Ezten regarding the changing circumstances in Valeriane, and the small tasks involved with serving the trader would give him time to think.  “What would you like to do first?” Alec asked, turning back to the servant.  “Would you like for me to look in upon your mistress, or would you like for me to help you settle the wagon and oxen appropriately?”
 
   The man gave Alec a suspicious glance, but seemed slightly mollified.  “What authority do you have here?”
 
   “I can get most anybody here to listen to me,” Alec modestly deflected the question.  “My name is Alec; what’s yours?”
 
   “Someone as young as you can call me Mr. Graze,” the man answered.
 
   Alec chuckled at Graze’s perception of his age.  He’d let his body set its own pace for aging his appearance, and it had settled on an apparent age in his early thirties.  Yet Alec’s memory around multiple lifetimes of experiences, from his lives in the Dominion, Michian, and as the consort to the empress of the Avonellene Empire; it totaled nearly four hundred years, give or take the decades he had spent trapped in the energy realm struggling with a demon, and the time he had lived in exile, falling into madness as he experimented with necromancy.  He had known how to change diapers before Mr. Graze’s own grandparents had been born, but he kept his longevity a secret, except when he returned to Valeriane, where he needed to prove he was still the man who had been the consort to the Empress Caitlen, the man of innumerable superhuman abilities who ruled the city in a modest and judicious manner, even in absentia.
 
   “Mr. Graze, what would you like for me to do?” Alec rephrased his question.
 
   “You can get someone reliable to stay here and keep an eye on the wagon while we go check on the mistress.  I’ll wait here while you run along,” Graze said, leaning his seat against the wagon’s side as he took a firm grasp on the stout staff that he held onto with both hands in front of himself.
 
   With another grin Alec left the man and went to find a stable hand to wait at the wagon, then he let Graze lead him inside the clinic building and along the hallway of the wing where the sickest patients were kept.  The man stopped halfway down the hall and knocked softly on a door, rapping the end of his staff against the wood.  A quiet feminine voice inside the room gave a muffled answer than Alec didn’t comprehend, but Graze apparently did.  The man opened the door and walked in, leaving the door ajar for Alec to follow him in.
 
   The room was a typical guest room in the clinic building, with a window providing bright sunlight and a pair of tapestries hanging on the two bare walls on either side.  In the bed was a guest who was anything but typical.  An extremely large woman was unconscious in the bed.  She was large by any measurement Alec could attempt to apply.  She was apparently tall, so tall that her feet clearly stuck out beyond the end of the mattress.  She was large in other ways too, causing the sheet that covered her to rise high like a circus tent as it rested upon her anatomy.  And she was broad, leaving little room on either side of her hips as they spread to the edges of the mattress, a mattress that Alec knew had often seen two people snuggle on together in the past.
 
   Alec’s examination followed the course of her body, beginning at the feet and rising up to her head, where his eyes lingered to gaze upon her face.  It was a beautiful face, even as it rested unconscious and turned to one side, though it was flushed red and marred by a grimace of pain, an expression that remained on her face even as she lay unconscious.  The woman was very attractive, Alec could see, and he wondered if that facial beauty was the reason for Mr. Graze’s loyalty to the trader.
 
   He examined her with his health vision as he stepped closer, noticing from the corner of his eye that another person sat in a chair in the interior corner of the room.  The patient was his focus for now, and as he looked at his patient, he noted with satisfaction that she had been well-tended by the staff so far.  Her medical condition, he saw, was serious; she had a ruptured appendix, one that must have burst several hours earlier.  She had undoubtedly been in severe pain for some time prior, and Alec concluded that she was lucky to have been as close to his clinic as she had been when the appendix began to go bad.
 
   Gently, Alec reached out and pressed lightly on the woman’s left side, causing the unconscious woman to groan.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” both Graze and the other woman in the room asked.
 
   Alec removed his hand and turned.  Graze was standing next to the other visitor in the room, a woman who appeared to be close to the man’s age, and who was built remarkably similar to him, petite and aged.  “I was confirming the medical condition,” Alec answered.  “I believe she has an infected appendix, which has burst, spreading poison throughout her body.
 
   “It appears that her appendix may have burst just a few hours ago.  She probably was in considerable pain for a day or more before that,” he looked at the two companions for confirmation.
 
   “She was,” the woman agreed.  “She lay down on the back of the wagon for the entire past day, just moaning.”
 
   Alec imagined that the bumps and rattles of the wagon would have been excruciating for a person suffering appendicitis.  Turning back to the woman, he gently placed his hands on her abdomen, and began to release his Healer energy, helping her body to battle the infection that was attacking her midsection and coursing through her bloodstream.   He enhanced her white blood cell strength by directing his energy to her bone marrow, increasing the release of cells to fight the infection.
 
   The two attendees were standing behind him, looking over his shoulder, observing his hands gently moving about on her torso.  “What are your hands doing there?  Watch what you’re doing!  We want a real doctor to come see our lady,” he heard both voices protesting his touch to the woman.
 
   Alec released a last single jolt of his energy to dissolve the worst parts of infection within the appendix, leaving its remnants to be carried away by the woman’s bloodstream little by little, a temporary solution that would begin her healing until he had time to return to address her needs without a skeptical audience supervising and questioning his every motion.
 
   “I am a real doctor, and I believe we’ll have to treat your lady soon, but for now she’s going to be fine,” Alec removed his hands from the merchant and turned to speak to the two servants in the room.
 
   “My name is Alec,” he introduced himself to the woman who was standing next to Graze.
 
   “This is my wife, Mrs. Graze,” the man spoke quickly.   “She’s sister to the Lady Grean,” he gestured towards the recumbent figure behind Alec.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Graze,” Alec spoke again.  The status of the trio was different than he had supposed, but it was of little real concern to him.  Whether they were servants, family, investors, or some combination of the three, didn’t matter to Alec, because he had made up his mind during the minutes he had spent helping them; the minutes of busy-work had allowed his subconscious to evaluate the problem of Valeriane’s situation, and reach a conclusion.  He was going to journey back to Valeriane and reassert his role as the Duke of the city.
 
   He would leave early the following morning, he decided, to give himself the fullest amount of daylight for his journey east on his first day, and to give him the remainder of the present day to settle affairs at the clinic before he left.
 
   “Would you like for me to help you arrange to take care of your wagon and team now?” Alec asked Mr. Graze.
 
   “How long will the lady be here?  We will need to get back on the road as soon as she’s ready to move,” Mr. Graze responded with a question.
 
   “You’re not going to want to try to cross the mountains without a caravan,” Alec cautioned.  “That’s an invitation to disaster.”
 
   “We’re not going to stay here and let these folks gouge us for every penny we’ve got,” Graze shot back, as his wife placed a restraining hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Who’s trying to gouge you?” Alec inquired.
 
   The man was silent, as his wife looked at him expectantly.
 
   “Have you checked on what your costs are going to be?” Alec asked.
 
   “Alfred, have you asked?” his wife gently prodded him after another silent pause.
 
   “Gwen, we both know how places like this one operate,” he answered, less insistently than before.
 
   Mr. Alec, would you help us make arrangements?” the wife asked, her hand still firmly holding her husband’s arm.
 
   “I can help you,” Alec agreed.  “Let’s go look into the arrangements,” he waved at Mr. Graze.  They left the room, an imploring glance from the wife conveying to Alec her appreciation for his apparent patience with her crotchety husband.  They stopped just outside the door as Alec spoke to one of the apprentice healers, explaining the merchant’s general condition, and promising to come back later to attend to her care himself.  Mr. Graze seemed comforted by the deference the young apprentice showed Alec, and walked beside Alec with a less defensive posture as they strolled back across the courtyard to the wagon and the patient stable hand.
 
   “I’d thought about trying to find space for them with Jasel and Kriste, but the wagon and the oxen aren’t going to make the trip up or down the trail into the valley,” Alec told the helper.   “Do you know of any similar situations where they could stay?”
 
   The handler was conscious of the scrutiny Graze was giving him, making the boy nervous.  “Well, my own folks’ place has some extra space in the barn,” he finally offered.  “I’d have to talk to dad about it.”
 
   “You run along and ask him, and ask him how much he’ll charge.  These folks are going to need to wait here at least a month until the next caravan comes through,” Alec instructed.
 
   “Do you really think we need to wait for a caravan?  We’ve already made it through the worst parts of the mountains, haven’t we?” Graze asked after the stable boy left.
 
   Alec realized then that these travelers had no idea of the journey they were committed to.  “You’ve been traveling for about eight or nine days since you left Black Crag, right?” he asked.
 
   Graze nodded his head.  
 
   “The rest of the journey to Oolitan will take a caravan at least a month, probably a few days more, and after you leave the vicinity of our clinic you’ll be in the lands where there is no law; the criminal gangs in the wilderness have an arrangement with the caravan leaders to let them pass unmolested for a fee, but a single, undermanned wagon like yours wouldn’t make it through, period,” Alec said bluntly.  “That’s if the wilderness or the weather don’t swallow you up.”
 
   Graze quailed momentarily under the barrage of Alec’s dismal forecast.  “What keeps them from coming in here and sacking your clinic if they’re so tough?” he asked defensively, his distrust of unknown people trying to reassert itself in the face of Alec’s apparent control of the situation.
 
   “They think we’re protected by ghosts or spirits,” Alec answered.  “A few years ago a gang started operating about a day’s ride west of here, and starting spreading the news around that maybe the clinic would need their protection.  One day a small squad from the gang went out on a hunting trip, and when they came back, the entire remainder of the gang was dead.  No gang’s come closer to the clinic than three days ride since then.
 
   “We have an arrangement with Black Crag to make sure we keep the road between here and there safe; we each take turns checking it, so there’s no problems to the east, but you haven’t begun to experience anything like what’s waiting for you out west,” Alec lectured.  “You need to wait for a caravan.”
 
   Just then the stable boy came running back, breathless for several seconds before he could speak.  “My dad says they can put their wagon in our barn, and their oxen in our valley field.  It’s only a hundred feet below the ridge,” he explained to Alec.  “He’ll charge them a silver cent.”
 
   “A silver?  A silver a day?  In a month’s time that’ll add up,” Graze spoke emphatically, trying to establish a bargaining position.
 
   “No, not a cent a day,” Alec corrected.  “A cent for the month.  He has the extra space in his barn, so that’s no trouble to him.  He’s just getting some value for the grazing your oxen will do in his pasture.”  Alec knew the stable boy’s father as an honest man, and not a greedy one.
 
   Graze’s finger stroked his chin in astonishment at the low cost.  “Where will Mrs. Graze and I stay?  What’ll that cost?” he asked after consideration of the proposal.
 
   “I know a farm where the parents are gone for the next few weeks, and two good teenagers are tending all the chores.  If you don’t mind walking an hour up and down a hillside each way, I’ll arrange for you to have room and board there for five cents for the month,” Alec answered.  “It’ll give the kids some grownups to watch over them and a way to make a little money, and Kriste is going to be cooking meals for her brother and herself anyway.”
 
   “And what about the Lady Grean?”  Graze was having a difficult time finding problems with the arrangements. No matter how hard he tried to find criminal intent, Alec was providing reasonable answers.
 
   “I expect the Lady will need to remain in the clinic for a week,” Alec began.
 
   “And what will the charge be for that?” Graze almost sneered, confident that he had finally found the venial charges he expected.
 
   “We only offer the opportunity for free-will contributions by those who use our medical facilities,” Alec answered evenly.  Graze deflated again.  “After she recovers and is ready to leave, she can join you with Jasel and Kriste, if you think the climb out of the valley won’t be too strenuous for her.   Let’s go take the oxen to the farm, then we can take a look at the path down into the valley,” he suggested.
 
   An hour later they were back in the clinic room, and Alec left the Grazes together to confer while he went to have a bite of lunch and catch up on his other tasks, the first of which was informing Partre that he intended to leave for several weeks.  It would be his longest absence from the clinic since Partre had joined him, but Alec had complete confidence that the majordomo would operate the facility flawlessly.  And Alec would feel comfortable knowing that there would be adults staying with Jasel and Kriste, though he had some misgivings about how Mr. Graze would treat the teenagers.
 
   Partre raised his eyebrows at the length of Alec’s anticipated absence.  “Will you need to take some retainers with you for such a journey?” he asked.
 
   “I want to travel alone,” Alec answered.  “I’ll travel more quickly without anyone to slow me down.”
 
   “Where will you be going?” Partre decided to ask.
 
   “Back to the Avonellene Empire for some business matters,” Alec answered.  “That’s all that can be said at this point.”
 
   That evening, while the Grazes were away from the Lady Grean, eating their dinner, Alec returned to her room and applied his Healing energy to her abdomen, spending several minutes addressing the remnants of her ruptured appendix, and strengthening her body’s ability to heal itself.  As he finished his work and stepped back to look at her, the merchant’s eyes fluttered open.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked in a deep voice.
 
   “I’m just here to heal you.  You need to rest,” Alec spoke softly, and placed his fingertips on her wrist, releasing a slight stream of Spiritual energy to help her calmly fall asleep.
 
   With that he left the room and returned to his office, where he dealt with several small tasks before he turned to his bed and fell asleep.  
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4 –Return to Valeriane
 
    
 
   Alec had informed Partre that he intended to leave as early as possible, and shortly before dawn Alec was rummaging through the kitchen pantries, loading a sack of food he could consume during his journey to Black Crag.  He also carried coins in a money belt, and a canteen of water.  Beyond that he only carried a few articles of clothing, and he wore a sword, a pair of bandoliers of throwing knives, and a bow and arrow strapped to the back of his backpack.
 
   With a whispered good bye to the guard at the courtyard gate, Alec walked rapidly away from the clinic, and as soon as he was out of sight in the darkness, he engaged his Warrior powers and broke into a loping run that allowed him to travel faster than most horses.  He called upon the Warrior energy in a level, steady stream of powers drawn from the energy realm, and let the mechanics of his body maintain the rapid pace while his mind wandered far afield, considering the challenges that were ahead of him as well as the issues he had left behind.
 
   He regretted that he had not gone back to visit Kriste and Jasel.  He had sent a courier with a note explaining that house guests would be coming to stay with them, and he had instructed Partre to increase the visits by the clinic staff to the home to two a day, and to remove the Grazes if Jasel or Kriste expressed misgivings about their guests.  Alec’s wandering thoughts mostly focused on the mystery of Kriste’s unique psyche, a personality and spirit that seemed vaguely familiar, but which was different from any person’s soul he could remember encountering at any time in recent years.  He hoped that her nightmares were just a passing phase that would diminish quickly.
 
   The other topic that occupied his mind as he raced along the lonely roadway was the question of how he would go about reasserting his claim to the ducal seat in Valeriane.  He would need some time to evaluate the mood of the citizens in the city, to find out how accurate Ezten’s claims about unrest were.  The first thing to determine was what had happened to his steward, who he had left in charge a decade earlier.  Charls had been in his middle years, a mature and steady man who understood and shared Alec’s values; Alec had felt comfortable leaving Charls as steward and de facto duke of Valeriane, and the people of the city had seemed comfortable with his rule as well.
 
   There were few other travelers on the road during Alec’s first day of traveling.  When he encountered another person or group of people, Alec did one of two things: he either slowed to a normal person’s pace until he passed them, or he used his Light ingenaire abilities to bend the sunlight around himself, rendering him invisible to those he went by.
 
   The Light ability was one he rarely used.  It was not one of his natural ingenaire powers, but one he had adopted within the energy realm back when he had needed the ability to rescue Caitlen and Bethany the guard from the Ajacii prison.  Along with his Light powers, Alec had gone into the energy realm and adopted the Stone ingenaire and Air ingenaire abilities – two types of energy that he practiced more often than the Light energies.   Those energies were the only ones that he utilized beyond the abilities that were his “natural” ones, the Healing and Warrior and Spiritual powers, that he had held since his youth.  He had learned from the story of Hellmann that the ambition to possess multiple powers, the grasping pursuit of ingenaire abilities for their own sake, was a road that led to destruction.  He had accepted the loss of powers that had been taken from him over the years, the Traveler energies and the Time energies, with regret, but had carried on a useful life without them.  He was glad to be rid of the Necromancy energy, the dark ability that had corrupted his soul as he had sunk down into a personal cesspool of insanity before the spirit of the saint John Mark had rescued him.
 
   As he bedded down beneath a fir tree at the end of his first day’s run, he sat and ate a piece of dried beef and considered his progress.  He’d covered sixty miles, a good distance that covered a considerable portion of the distance between the clinic and Black Crag.   He used his Healer powers to raise his body temperature as the air cooled rapidly in the mountain night, then settled down to a sound sleep.
 
   When Alec awoke the next morning, he understood what Kriste’s peculiar psyche reminded him of – he had dreamed of Cassie, a long-ago friend in the Dominion, a girl whose life he had saved by throwing all of his Healer energies and abilities into a desperate emergency healing operation at a time when he had not yet fully understood those abilities himself.  He had invested and exposed his own soul so deeply in the healing effort with Cassie that he had left a residue of his energies behind him, within her.  He had realized it at a later date, and through a crude and painful process, managed to integrate that sliver of his energy into Cassie’s own soul, enabling her to exercise Healer powers on her own.
 
   The shrouded core of Kriste reminded him of the fragment of his own soul that had lain implanted but not integrated within Cassie.  The comparison excited and disturbed Alec.  He had never found another person outside the Dominion who had the potential to develop ingenaire powers.  In Michian and in the Avonellene Empire, only those who he gave extraordinary treatments to had developed any ingenaire abilities, abilities that had usually been weak.
 
   Alec wondered at the discovery of Kriste’s possible status as an unrealized ingenaire.  As he ran along the road during the day he debated the potential steps he could take when he returned to the clinic.  He would try to examine the souls of the others in Kriste’s family, to discover if the others were similarly constituted with potential powers.  He didn’t recollect ever finding anyone like Kriste before, but he had never examined the souls of his patients in such depth.   He wondered if he could have missed something so profound on the other occasions when he had doctored the rest of her family members.
 
   Could it be the mountain environment, he wondered.  Aristotle, his mentor from centuries in the past, had once told him that ingenairii had existed in the land of the Pale Mountains, on the border of the Dominion, long before men had moved down from the mountains into the Dominion.  Or perhaps it had been John Mark, Alec mused, not sure who had told him the story of the non-Christian powers of the ingenairii before Christ and John Mark had come to their land.  In any event, that seemed like a possible explanation, that Kriste had been born with potential ingenaire powers because she was born in the territory of the Pale Mountains; but it suggested that he might actually be living in mountains that were not so extremely distant from the Dominion.  And that, he reminded himself, would mean that he was even closer to the lands of the lacertii, and he had never heard any mention of that race in all his time at the clinic, or while living in the Avonellene empire.
 
   His mind casually explored such potentialities as he ran during his second day, drawing ever closer to Back Crag until he bedded down for the night.  On his third day he slowed down considerably.  The number of travelers on the road increased significantly.  There were scattered settlements in relatively close proximity to Black Crag, the border of the Avonellene Empire, and the residents of those settlements, farms, and mines, regularly journeyed to Black Crag, creating the traffic through which Alec chose not to run at his highest speed.  He slowed down to a running pace closer to that of a normal person and stretched his travel time out by an extra day, so that he arrived at Black Crag in the mid-afternoon of his fourth day on the road.
 
   Because Black Crag was not his destination, and he no longer had any living friends in the border fortress, Alec went past the forbidding dark walls without stopping and continued on the road that led slowly down from the mountain plateau elevation in the center of the continent towards the valleys and the lowlands where the cities of Avonellene held their teeming crowds.  Alec traveled much of the way at night to avoid the other travelers on the road, and a few days later he arrived at the outskirts of Valeriane.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5 – Rescuing Carla
 
    
 
   Alec took a room on the outskirts of the city, in a small inn that was clean and prosperous, the type of lodging that was in demand by merchants.  Once in his room, he unloaded his personal arsenal of weapons, a lethal collection that had raised eyebrows at the innkeeper’s desk.  Then, wearing only a bandolier of throwing knives, he went in search of a tailor to have suitable clothes of the proper quality and current style prepared for his return to the ducal palace.  The following day he wandered at random around the city, stopping in markets and taverns and coffeehouses to listen to the chatter in the streets.  He overheard a teary-eyed flower vendor at the market telling another vendor of the disappearance of her teenage daughter, a girl who the flower-seller feared had been taken by the Duke’s servants.  Similar stories, and complaints of taxes, were commonplace, as were guards, who sullenly patrolled the streets.
 
   The sense of injustice in the city was palpable, and Alec reacted to it on his third day in the city, when he was sitting at a café beside a farmers market.  He watched a foppish man in an officer’s uniform lead a squad of a half dozen soldiers into the square, and he sensed the attitudes of all those present grow tense as the citizens watched to see what the duke’s men intended to do; from the hisses and whispers that began to pass among the people, it was evident that they had witnessed the arrival of such men before, and had seen despicable acts carried out.
 
   “Why are they here?” Alec asked his waiter, as the square rapidly emptied of people, leaving the soldiers isolated as they followed the officer’s casual pace across the square.
 
   “They’re either looking for a pretty girl to take back to the palace for the duke and his friends, or they’re looking for boys to recruit for the army.  Either way, they’re going to make someone unhappy,” the waiter replied.
 
   As Alec watched, the officer suddenly picked up his pace and headed towards the market, where the scurrying among the stalls and tables increased significantly as those who feared they were targets began to flee.  The officer shouted and motioned to his men as they entered the vending area, and two pairs of soldiers spread wide to either side, before all were lost to sight.  For a few moments, nothing seemed to happen, then there was a loud, hysterical scream, followed by a shout that was cut off abruptly, and the squad came back into view, two men dragging a crying girl as they began their return.
 
   Alec calmly placed his tea cup down on the table and walked out into the square, standing directly in the path of the soldiers.  He carried no sword, only his bandolier of knives.  The officer looked at him as he approached Alec, a peculiar expression on his face.  The soldiers only looked bored, except for those who looked angry; the girl had clearly put up a credible fight – one man had a swollen eye, while two others had wicked scratches and welts on their faces and arms.
 
   “Clear out of the way of the Duke’s soldiers,” the officer commanded in a bored expression.
 
   “By order of the Duke, I command you to release that girl,” Alec said loudly, projecting his voice to carry to those who still remained on the perimeter of the square, watching the inexplicable confrontation that suddenly seemed to be brewing.
 
   “We have orders from the Duke already.  Move aside or we’ll take you along with us to the palace,” the officer said as he reached a point just a dozen steps away from Alec.
 
   “I am the rightful Duke of Valeriane, Duke Alec, appointed by her majesty Empress Caitlen, and I have given no order for innocent citizens to be hauled to the palace,” Alec announced himself.  “Release the girl, return to the palace, and tell the pretender who sits there that he has one day to leave my city before I will take action against him.”
 
   The officer came to a halt when he was within three paces of Alec.  “Quite the impudent, and apparently drunk, dog, aren’t you?  Since you’re the Duke, why don’t you let us escort you to the palace?” he spoke loudly, above the sobs of his captive, and motioned to two of his soldiers to seize Alec.
 
   As they carelessly approached him, Alec engaged his Warrior powers, and flew through the air, raising his legs to kick one soldier in the head as his fists smashed against the face of the other soldier on his opposite side.  The two men crumpled to the ground unconscious, and the officer looked at Alec in astonishment.
 
   “Release the girl, and have your squad take these two back to the palace.   Be sure to deliver my message – I am the true Duke of Valeriane, and the pretender is ordered to leave my city within the next day.  He should help his friends and hangers-on by taking them as well, because I intend to scour the palace of all unhealthy influences when I enter it,” Alec reiterated his message. 
 
   “Snevins, Watson, kill this man,” the officer ordered angrily, confused by Alec’s success, tired of the confrontation, and interested only in returning to the palace with as little trouble as possible.
 
   The two soldiers who were unencumbered by the captive unsheathed their swords.
 
   “Put your swords away,” Alec said commandingly.  “You should not raise your weapons against your Duke.”
 
   The men ignored him as they approached from either side, determined to carry out the officer’s command while remaining cautious of the ability they had just seen demonstrated.  Alec disengaged his Warrior powers and drew upon his Air ingenaire abilities, then channeled a small, strong gust of air to drop down from the sky and reflect off the ground, so that the wind blew each man violently backwards, making them fall and stumble several feet away, while Alec calmly drew the sword from one of the unconscious soldiers who lay before him.  
 
   The officer looked at Alec with an undecipherable expression.
 
   Alec released his Air energy, then stepped up to the officer, sword held low at his side.  The sobs of the captive girl had stopped, he realized, as she twisted around to see the drama that was occurring because of her.
 
   “Who is your second in command?” Alec asked the officer.
 
   “What?” the officer asked in a tone that was full of doubt.
 
   In response, Alec swung his confiscated sword at the officer’s neck, intending to decapitate the man, increasingly angered by the thought of men randomly taking women as captives, ruining innocent lives.  But to his astonishment the officer jerked his own sword from its scabbard, swung it at Alec’s midriff, and somersaulted backwards to avoid Alec’s attack, all at the same time, displaying a split second’s reaction that was superhuman.
 
   Alec’s own sword swung unencumbered through the airspace the officer had emptied, free from any contact with the man who had evaded him, while he felt a fiery pain in his stomach and looked down momentarily to see a shallow bloody gash that nearly ran from hip to hip.
 
   “Are you an Ajax?” Alec asked in astonishment, engaging his Warrior powers once again, and carefully maneuvering around to the officer’s left side, as the two guards who held the captive backpedaled away from the match.
 
   “I am, and I should know every other Ajax in Valeriane, but I don’t know you, and I don’t know how you pulled that little magic trick a second ago to knock the guards over,” the officer said urbanely.
 
   “I told you who I am.  I am the Duke Alec, the rightful ruler of Valeriane, and I had a peaceful relationship with the Ajacii when I was the consort to the Empress,” he replied, thinking of the decades he had spent in Vincennes with Caitlen, after he had first battled against Ajacii who were ruthlessly trying to prepare to battle against the restoration of Hellmann’s malign power.  During the long years of Caitlen’s reign he had met with Ajacii leaders on many occasions, and maintained a satisfactory relationship with their race.  But he had done nothing like that for thirty years, he realized, and apparently a new reality had replaced the one he knew.
 
   “Why have you come from Valer to participate in this mistreatment of my people?” he asked.
 
   “Some Ajacii remember that there was a time when our people always had a presence in the court at Valeriane.  Duke Alec did disrupt that tradition, but the new Duke has offered to restore the policy, and so a few of us have come to the palace to serve the new duke, to fight in his battles, and to enjoy his city’s,” there was a pause that only lasted a fraction of a second, “hospitality.”
 
   “The girl is not his to give away,” Alec replied, “nor is she yours to take.
 
   “When I was sitting as Duke of Valeriane, I respected the Ajacii, but I did not need to employ them.  The city was at peace, and the empire was at peace, and the Ajacii were free to live their own lives in Valer.  Availlen and the elders of the village had no problem accepting the relationship we held,” Alec explained.
 
   “And if I had ever needed your assistance, I still would never have given you license to abuse the people of the city.  This is wrong and it needs to stop!” he barked, and with that he raised his sword.  “Either surrender your captive to me, or fight for the right to keep her,” Alec challenged, knowing that his explanation would make no difference to this Ajax he faced, a man who seemed determined to defend his privilege to plunder the city’s occupants of their liberty.
 
   The Ajax approached, and swung his sword at Alec, a tactic that Alec riposted easily.  The two men disengaged and circled warily in the open space at the center of the square.  The Ajax pulled a knife from his belt and held it in his left hand, while the sword remained in his right hand, and he attacked again, swinging the sword high while he flung the knife low, trying to plant it in Alec’s thigh.
 
   Alec dodged the low projectile with a sideways roll that also threw him clear of the man’s sword, then pulled a knife of his own out of his bandolier and tossed it before he rose back to a standing position.  The knife caught the man by surprise, strangely enough, as it landed in his right shoulder, and Alec took advantage of the injury to close in upon the man.  The injured Ajax was close enough, and surprised enough by the wound he had suffered, that Alec was able to launch the final stroke quickly, before the warrior could begin another attack against him.
 
   Alec stabbed the sword suddenly, piercing the blade into the man’s chest, letting it find the narrow gap between the ribs that allowed the metal to enter his opponent’s heart, and drop the dead officer to the ground instantaneously, a look of unspoken astonishment on his face.
 
   “Release the girl,” Alec told the two men who were standing slack-jawed before him.  “Pick up your companions, and take them back to the palace.  Tell everyone there that the rightful Duke has returned to Valeriane.  The pretender must leave immediately, along with his followers.
 
   “Do you know where my steward, Charls, is?” Alec asked the guards before they could begin to move away from him.
 
   “The old Duke’s steward is in the dungeon, sir,” one of the guards spoke quickly, his eyes deferentially averted from Alec’s face.
 
   “I want him released, unharmed, tomorrow at nightfall, or I will punish his captors,” Alec said.  “Explain that clearly to everyone at the palace.  Now pick up your companions, and take your officer and go.  Give the girl to me.”
 
   The captive was thrust forward at Alec as the soldiers hastily gathered their loads, the windblown soldiers picking up the dead officer while the other two began dragging the unconscious soldiers.  Alec looked down at the girl who huddled against his chest, her pretty face pathetically streaked with tears.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Alec asked her.
 
   “No, but they murdered my father,” the girl began to cry.
 
   “Let’s go see.  Take me to his body,” Alec commanded.  “Let’s hurry.”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder as the girl began to run towards the market, and saw that the patrol was slowly leaving the square, while the perimeter of the open space was ringed by silent watchers, people of the neighborhood who had come to watch the unfolding confrontation.  A cheer began to rise from one corner, and within seconds it had erupted on all sides.
 
   “Thank you,” the girl spoke over her shoulder to Alec as they entered the market.  “Are you truly the old Duke?  My parents said he died years ago.”
 
   “Those soldiers don’t think I’m dead, now do they?” Alec answered.
 
   They reached a knot of people gathered and stooping over someone lying on the ground.  Alec shouldered his way through the crowd, dragging the girl with him, then knelt next to the man.  He engaged his Healer vision and examined the man closely, as he heard the girl describing the confrontation in the square.
 
   “The old Duke had healing hands, I remember,” he heard one voice affirm, and then he focused solely on the body before him.
 
   The man was not dead.  His throat had been slashed, and his blood was spreading in a pool around his body.  Alec placed his hand over the man’s throat and healed the jagged cut, ending the loss of blood, then he drew one of his daggers and slashed his own arm, slashed the man’s arm, and pressed the two together.  He flashed a spark of his energy to make the flesh of their two bodies grow together as a murmur went through the watching crowd.
 
   “What are you doing?” the girl asked in a fearful tone, leaning down over him.
 
   “Your father isn’t dead.  I’ve healed the cut on his neck, and I’m giving him some of my blood now to replace the blood he lost, and to give him strength,” Alec reached with his free hand to take the girl and guide her to his side, then placed one of her hands on her father’s chest, followed by placing her other hand on his own chest.  “Do you feel that?” he asked.
 
   “Our hearts are beating in rhythm right now while we pump blood through one another.  Your father should revive in just a few more seconds,” he told her.
 
   The girl’s eyes shifted from watching his face to looking intently at her father’s face.
 
   “Everyone stand back so the man can have air,” Alec spoke loudly, raising his eyes to look at the surrounding faces.  There was rapt reverence in the faces.
 
   “You are the old Duke,” one woman whispered.
 
   Just then there was a groan from the man on the ground.  His eyes fluttered open, and he tried to move his hand towards his throat, only to find it bound to Alec’s arm.  He blinked and looked at his daughter’s face.
 
   “Carla?” he asked.
 
   While the man was distracted, Alec slashed his knife between their arms, severing the contact, then reached quickly with his right hand to heal the man’s cut forearm, while Alec’s left hand dropped his knife and reached over to heal his own arm.
 
   “The Duke!  The Duke brought him back to life!  Duke Alec is back to save us!” voices began to cheer and whisper simultaneously.
 
   “Oh daddy,” the red-headed girl began to cry, and wrapped her father in a fierce hug, all the pent up emotions of her traumatic afternoon erupting.
 
   Alec stood.  “I imagine the pretender may send soldiers here to seek vengeance for his dead courtier,” he warned everyone nearby.  “I’d suggest everyone may want to stay away for a day or two until I can straighten things out at the palace.”  With that warning, he pressed his way out of the crowd and began to leave the market, followed by an enthusiastic crowd of new adherents.
 
   When he reached the open space of the square, he turned to address the crowd that was devotedly following him.  “I am the Duke Alec, returned to reclaim the seat of power in the palace, and to restore the proper administration of the city.  For now, I ask that you all disperse, and take steps to protect yourselves for the next few days until I have control of the city.”
 
   He looked around at the crowd which remained in place, and realized that he would not be able to evade them as long as they could see him.  He needed to get away from his followers to take the next step he had planned, so he engaged his Light ingenaire powers and disappeared from the view of the crowd, drawing startled gasps and screams.
 
   Alec worked his way free of the crowd in the square, and silently prayed that he would be able to unseat the pretender Duke before the man had time to send soldiers on a mission of vengeance to the market.  He needed to get to the palace and infiltrate it immediately, so that he could spring free his steward Charls, before any harm was done to the man in the dungeon, provided Charls really was in the dungeon.
 
   Alec had not used so many of his ingenaire powers, so continuously, since long before he had left the clinic up in the mountains, and he felt the strain of continuing to call upon the energy from the ingenaire realm; he’d used Warrior, Air, Healer, and Light powers so far during the encounter.  He stepped into a doorway and dropped his Light powers so that he was once again visible, then returned to his inn to rest briefly before his planned rescue mission at the palace.  He sat in the tavern room, drinking berry juice and eating a bowl of stew, trying to recollect the layout of the palace in the heart of the city, and the best way to slip into the dungeons to set Charls free.
 
   He concluded that a passage through the gardens would be best, and sat back to watch the people in the tavern.  It was the drama of everyday life, played out before his very eyes; a craftsman was talking to an apprentice at one table, sternly setting the young man’s feet on a responsible path, hopefully, while at another table a wife listened with barely concealed boredom as her husband described his plans to make a brand new start through some business venture Alec didn’t comprehend, and at another table a merchant was alternately trying to sell his wares to a customer while flirting with the waitress.
 
   There were so many lives in the city, Alec reflected, each person chasing some purpose or cause.  He had not pursued a cause in many decades, he realized, not since he had defeated Hellmann, after he had fought so long and hard to secure the throne for Caitlen.  He had worked in recent years to create his oasis of stability in the mountains, the clinic and surrounding community, over a protracted period of time, but without facing great obstacles.  It had been a work of love and the establishment of a refuge from Avonellene’s petty politics, but it had not been driven by the passion or desperate need that had driven him to defeat Hellmann, over a century earlier.
 
   He paused as his mind rolled over the concept of a century of placid, relatively peaceful life, interrupted only by his grief over Caitlen’s death, at a ripe old age, after her long, fulfilling life.  He had overseen the burial of his wife, his third great love, and had concluded that wrenching as the pain of loss was, he had been blessed in his supernaturally long life to have been given three such romances, with three such extraordinary women.  His reign with Caitlen had been a powerfully rewarding one because she had shared with him the power of healing, following her visit to John Mark’s cave, and their ability to move among her subjects and spontaneously cure their ailments had made them a beloved imperial couple.
 
   This quest he was on now, he realized, was in part his effort to approximate the sense of purpose that a grand quest provided.  Yet scouring the false Duke out of Valeriane and restoring proper governance to the city did not truly feel like an all-consuming quest.  He knew that he would accomplish his goal, then leave the city once again, placing it back in the hands of his steward, and return to the clinic in the mountains.  He planned only one indulgence for himself, with a side trip to Warm Springs, to visit his lokasennii friends, who he had not seen in twenty years or more.
 
   “The old duke has returned!  He’s going to set us free from the tyrant!” a man burst into the tavern.
 
   “Sit down and have another drink!” someone shouted at the crier, believing the man to be drunk.
 
   “No, it’s true!  He killed the Marquis of Thermore, right in the middle of the eastern market square, when the marquis tried to take a girl to the palace,” the man spoke insistently.
 
   There was a muttering of acknowledgement of the likelihood of such an action by the Marquis, and as Alec extended his Spiritual powers gently into the crowded room, he sensed profound distaste for the marquis, and satisfaction over the rumors of his demise.
 
   “Where is the old duke now?” someone asked.
 
   “He disappeared.  He said he was going to go fight the new duke and take control of the city!” the announcer shouted.  “Go to the castle and you’ll see for yourself,” he instructed, and then he was gone back out the door, on his way to spread his urgent tidings to more people.
 
   Most folks turned away from the door following the man’s departure, and muttered among themselves at their tables, laughing at the notion of the mythical duke returning to Valeriane.
 
   “Quite the entertainment,” the waiter commented as he checked to see if Alec wanted more to drink.
 
   “He was telling the truth,” Alec said quietly.
 
   The waiter looked at Alec is disbelief.
 
   “The old duke is back, Duke Alec, and he’s going to reclaim the palace,” Alec told the waiter.  He reached out his hand and placed it on the waiter’s forearm.  This city will soon change for the better, he silently communicated, then stood, and walked out of the tavern room, back out onto the street so that he could head towards the palace to set Charls free.
 
   As he walked among the people and the vendors and the horse-drawn wagons upon the city’s streets, Alec listened to the buzzing conversations taking place around him, conversations that were uniformly focused on the rumors about what had happened in the square.  He was bemused by the realization of how quickly the one single event had catalyzed the entire city; it was evidence that the city had been full of dry kindling waiting for a spark to drop in and light a fire, he concluded.
 
   “The duke is going to attack the square,” he heard one person tell another as he approached the palace.  Alec turned and seized the arm of the man who had just spoken.
 
   “What did you say?” Alec asked.
 
   “The duke is sending a score of troops to the market to get vengeance for the death of the marquis.  I just saw the troops leave the palace five minutes ago,” the man said to Alec.
 
   Without further comment, or even thanks, Alec released the man and reversed his course, running through the streets.  He didn’t want the innocent bystanders at the market square to suffer for his actions; the duke was resorting to violence too quickly.  If, he told himself, he could cut off this attack, then he could go directly to the palace and start to take action there, to freeze the pretender in place until Alec could eliminate him.
 
   Running, dodging, hurdling over obstacles at times, Alec moved rapidly back towards the square.  As he approached it he looked down a side street and saw the soldiers in question moving in the same direction as him, marching down a parallel street, at a slower pace than Alec traveled.  He put on a burst of ingenaire energy and sprinted ahead, then reached the square with a minute to spare.
 
   “He’s back!  Duke Alec is returned!” someone recognized him and started to herald him.
 
   “Get back!  Everyone seek safety; soldiers are coming,” Alec shouted out a warning as he took a position in the center of the square.  The level of activity in the square increased as people started to run for cover, urging their animals, gathering their belongings, and otherwise trying to vacate the imminent battlefield.
 
   “We’ll help you, your highness,” Alec heard a voice, and turned to see the man he had healed earlier, the father of the red-headed girl, holding a hatchet, at the head of a small column of other marketplace denizens, all similarly armed with simple weapons.
 
   If Alec were to let such untrained citizens attempt to fight the practiced veterans of the palace guard, the result would be a horrific slaughter, he foresaw.  But he felt touched by the loyalty the men had so quickly pledged to him, and their offer to fight on his behalf.  He looked around at the physical environment of the market square, then motioned towards an alley.  “Do any of you have bows and arrows?” he asked.  Less than half the men raised their hands.
 
   “Everyone who has them, go to that alley,” he told them.  “The rest of you, go to that alley over there,” he pointed in the opposite direction.  “Once you’re there remain there silently until I signal to you to attack,” he instructed, then watched the mob separate into two portions that went their separate ways.  When each was in place, Alec engaged his light energies to create invisibility shields that hid each group from sight.  The rest of the square rapidly grew empty in short order, and Alec stood alone in the empty space, able to hear the sound of the approaching soldiers, who emerged into view within minutes, and came directly towards him when they found no other obvious target.  Alec let them approach, carefully walking backwards at a slow pace, drifting to his left, towards the alley where his armed supporters waited.
 
   He stopped when he was within ten paces of the alley, and examined his pending opponents.  The column of soldiers was over two score in number, but the two men at the front of the column were the ones he focused on.  They displayed such an arrogant air of smooth confidence that Alec was sure they had to be Ajacii, a pair of imposing warriors sent to investigate and avenge the circumstances that had felled one of their fellows.
 
   “I am the Duke Alec, rightful leader of Valeriane.  I command you all to kneel in acknowledgement of my sovereignty in the city, or be prepared to face the consequences,” Alec spoke first.
 
   “Whoever you are,” one of the presumed Ajacii said, “whatever you are, you are accused of murder for the death of the Marquis of Thermore.  Surrender your weapons and submit to capture.”
 
   “I’ve fought two Ajacii before,” Alec replied in a careful tone.  “They were good.  Abelard and Isial: I fought them long ago, and it was a hard battle, but in the end I was alive and they weren’t.  Don’t tempt fate – surrender and acknowledge my rule now.”
 
   “I am little impressed by your ability to cite mythology,” the other Ajax replied.  They two were not twins, but they shared dark brown hair and round faces that sat atop stocky, muscular bodies.  From the rear they might have seemed to be twins, Alec guessed as he looked at them closely. 
 
   Alec knew that his Warrior abilities were strong, but his use of them was rusty.  Other than his struggle earlier in the day, he’d not fought a battle for a purpose in over a decade, not since the last time he had cleared a gang of bandits off the caravan road.  And he intended to split the stream of ingenaire power he called upon, which would diminish his Warrior strength to some degree.  He would need to be very careful with this match, and take his time.
 
   Alec proceeded to engage his Spiritual ingenaire energy while keeping his Light energy flowing, then added the stream of power from the Warrior portion of the Ingenairii realm.  All three flows of energy coursed smoothly through him, the Light power maintaining the camouflage for his small bands of supporters, the Warrior power coiled and ready to propel him into battle, while the Spiritual power separated the two, preventing his body from shutting down by insulating the two conflicting energy sources from one another.  All three energies would be less than maximal, but Alec was strong in his ability to handle the powers, strong enough to utilize great resources from each.
 
   “I have given you the option.  Do you refuse to concede?  Do you want to suffer the same fate that the marquis received?” Alec asked.  “If so, stand guard,” he warned, and raised the sword he still carried, the sword he had confiscated from one of the earlier soldiers he had faced in the square.
 
   The two Ajacii spread apart, taking up separate positions as they drew their own swords with the astounding speed Alec knew they were capable of.
 
   Alec was calling upon his Light power to the fullest level he could manage with his multiple streams of energy, straining to maintain the two invisibility shields that were protecting his followers.  His Warrior powers would suffice, he was sure, but not one hundred percent sure.
 
   The two Ajacii came at Alec at once, causing him to block one sword thrust with his own blade as he drew a dagger from his bandolier and barely deflected the other sword with his smaller weapon.  The men immediately attacked again, and Alec knew he was going to have to change his plans as he jumped high in the air and flipped backwards to escape.
 
   He signaled to the archers in the far alley, and a small flurry of arrows immediately launched skyward, then fell to the paving stones of the square, some striking the soldiers who stood in support of the Ajacii, astounded by the inexplicable appearance of the weapons.
 
   One of the Ajacii took a fraction of a second to observe what was happening among his followers, and in that moment, Alec threw his dagger at his opponent, a perfect toss that the Ajax managed to barely block with his sword in a delayed reaction.  The second Ajacii closed on Alec quickly and tied him up for several seconds in an intense fencing match that brought their blades into continual contact as each of them thrust and parried.  The first Ajax began to approach the match, leading Alec to realize that he would have to focus more of his energy on his own battle.  
 
   Alec dropped the invisibility shield he maintained in front of the archers, so that the soldiers could see where their antagonists were, and the column began to advance towards them.  A moment later Alec dropped his other invisibility shield in front of the second group of local militia, and signaled for them to advance and attack the undefended rear of the duke’s soldiers.
 
   With that he dropped his Light and Spirit ingenaire powers, and focused all his energies on his Warrior abilities.
 
   Bolstered, Alec flung three of his daggers in blindingly fast succession at the further antagonist as he continued to hold off the closer Ajax with his sword.  Two of the knives reached the flesh of the approaching attacker and he fell to the ground with a cry of pain.  Seconds later a noisy clash occurred in the square as the small mob of armed tradesmen fell upon the back of the column of soldiers, hacking with hatchets and knives and pipes to destroy the force that had preyed on them in recent months, unleashing all the frustration and hatred they had bottled up.
 
   Alec paid no attention to the distracting occurrences as he focused on the Ajax he was now fighting one-to-one.  He swung his sword with his full strength and disarmed his opponent, knocking his sword to the ground, then firmly placing a foot to hold it down as his own requisitioned sword point pressed against the man’s throat.
 
   “Do you surrender?” Alec asked.
 
   “No. Never.  Go ahead and kill me,” the combatant said defiantly.
 
   “I won’t do that,” Alec said, and instead he dropped his Warrior energies and tapped the Air ingenaire abilities, then wove a curtain of hard-pressing air all around the Ajax, creating an invisible prison that held the man in place as Alec turned and ran to help his followers in their faltering battle against the trained soldiers.
 
   There were bodies on the ground, archers running to join the battle, and a generally bloody and chaotic scene occupying the center of the square as Alec arrived, and amid the confusion his men were suffering losses.  Alec plunged into the battle, a tremendous fighter even without his ingenaire powers engaged.  More importantly, the soldiers feared him, and shied away from him.  Several turned and fled from the square as they recognized that the man who had battled the Ajacii had joined their skirmish, while a few others surrendered immediately, and yet others continued to try to fight.  A few minutes later the battle was over, with Alec and his followers the bloody victors.
 
   Alec split his energy stream into three portions again, using Spirit powers to insulate his continuing Air energy usage, which still held his captive Ajacii, from his new need to call upon his Healer energy.  He hurried among the bodies on the ground, restoring health to those who were not already dead, both his own followers and the duke’s soldiers alike, until he came to the body of the man he had healed earlier in the day.  The stocky man was dead beyond resuscitation, causing Alec to pause for a moment, thinking about how the man had nearly lost his life the first time trying to defend his daughter, and then used his restored life to try to help Alec.
 
   He rose and went to two more bodies that he was able to treat, then stood, his healing work complete, and saw the local residents were creeping out of the doorways and hiding places, coming to examine the results of the battle.  “You,” he pointed to a pair of his erstwhile supporters, “protect the dead here, gather them all in one place.  Don’t let anyone abuse the dead soldiers or loot any of the bodies.  Make sure they’re all treated with respect.”
 
   Among the approaching citizens Alec recognized the young red-headed girl he had rescued at the start of the day’s battles, and he momentarily sighed.   He looked over at the captive Ajax, still standing captive in his invisible cage, then walked over to greet the girl.
 
   “Your father called you Carla, didn’t he?” Alec asked, thinking that the name was an exotic one, a name he’d never heard before.
 
   She nodded brief affirmation before she spoke.  “Is he alright?”
 
   Alec allowed his Spirit energy to contact the girl, and he carefully extended his hand to reach out and take hers, so that he could extend comfort and condolences to her.  “Your father fought bravely today to help me; I needed his help.  But he did not survive the battle with the soldiers.  His body is over there, and will be treated respectfully.”
 
   Carla broke the contact with Alec and ran to the spot where the bodies were laid, then knelt by her father, tears dropping softly.  “Which soldier killed him?” she asked when Alec arrived to stand silently behind her.  “Will you kill him?”
 
   “We don’t know which one it was.  In a battle it’s difficult to point at one man and say he is the one,” Alec answered.
 
   “Why don’t you kill them all?  Kill all the soldiers, so that we know the killer is dead!” Carla asked with a fierce agony in her voice.
 
   “I don’t want to make another girl mourn the death of her father as well,” Alec answered, thinking already about his need to take his next step.  He needed to carry on with his approach to the palace, as much as he wanted to comfort the girl.  “Is your mother in town?  Can you get someone to help you claim and treat your father?”
 
   The girl did not look up at him, and her hair had shifted to fall over her ear, blocking her face from his view.  “I’ll go get mother and the neighbors.  We’ll take him from here.”
 
   “When I’m in the palace in a couple of days and control the city, please come see me, to let me know that your family is doing alright,” Alec told her.  He reached down and let a gentle stream of Spiritual energy run through him and into her, knowing that it would do little good at a time of such deep pain.
 
   He removed his hand from the top of her head and walked away, to confront the captured soldiers.  “You can choose to support me as the real Duke of Valeriane, or you can choose not to, and suffer any consequences,” he told them as he walked among them.  He was still maintaining his Air energies to hold the Ajax in place, while he also held his Spiritual energies, and he walked among the captive soldiers now, feeling the reactions they were experiencing, judging which he could accept as followers of his own, and which would have to be rejected.
 
   “Is there a place we can use as a prison, to hold our captives?” he asked one of the citizens who had fought for him.
 
   “There’s Arley’s locker,” the man replied after a moment of hesitant thought.
 
   “Take those three and him,” Alec motioned towards the soldiers he wouldn’t trust to be faithful, “And put a guard over them to keep them out of trouble,” then he watched as the protesting men in uniform were escorted out of the square.
 
   “You,” he addressed those who remained, both captive soldiers and citizen militia, “are my army.
 
   “This afternoon, we will go to the gates of the palace and enter it, so that we can begin to restore the rulership of this city to the proper principles that the people here deserve,” Alec spoke loudly, knowing that his words were a political speech to the population of the city at large, words that would be repeated widely.  He had hoped to carry out his efforts in a quieter manner, but the second battle in the square, with the multiple supporters and participants, had already put an end to that plan.
 
   “Take me with you!” a voice called from the crowd.
 
   Alec looked to his right, where the voice came from, and groaned in trepidation.  It was the redheaded girl, the one who had lost her father, already returning to the square.  She would claim the right of retribution, and the crowd would support her, and Alec would have the complication of another person to watch out for while trying to achieve his conquest of the city as bloodlessly as possible.
 
   “You come talk to me as we walk,” he replied, letting her approach him.  He needed to find a way to send her home, and he needed to start addressing other actions.  He planned to try to do both simultaneously.  Alec directed his small band of soldiers to await him at the entrance to the market, then began to walk towards the captive Ajax, a solitary figure who was given a wide berth by everyone else who crossed the market square.
 
   “I am going to take you back to the palace,” Alec told the still defiant man.  “Do you plan to go as my ally or my opponent?”
 
   “I am loyal to the Duke, not to some strange pretender.  You might as well kill me now, because I will fight you the moment you release me from this,” he silently nodded his head around him at the unseen flows of air that held him in place.
 
   Carla stood silently behind Alec, listening.
 
   “So you’ve taken a local girl to be your plaything have you?” the Ajax asked, looking at her.  “I’ll remember her after you are dead.”
 
   “I’m following him of my own desire, because I want justice against the soldiers who killed my father,” the girl said fiercely.
 
   “She is what she said,” Alec also answered.  “She wants vengeance, and that’s the only reason she’s following me.  Now, let’s go to the palace,” he directed, and he deftly altered the air currents so that the Ajax rose inches off the ground, and then was smoothly blown forward at a walking pace.  Alec looked at the incredulous expression on the man’s face, and gave a satisfied smile, then walked towards his waiting army, a couple of score in number, which waited impatiently.
 
   “In two hours’ time, I want you to leave this place and go to the eastern gate of the palace.   If I’ve done my part, the gates should open and you will be able to enter and we’ll proceed with plans from there,” he instructed.  “Wait patiently and don’t go early,” he warned, then began to walk away, heading towards another palace gate with his own plans for entering the fortress.
 
   “Now,” he turned to the girl beside him.  “I want you to go home and comfort your mother, and help her cope with the loss of your father.”
 
   “I have already seen my mother, and she told me to go take vengeance on dad’s killer.  She gave me this,” the girl pulled a long-bladed knife from the waistband of her dress.
 
   “Carla,” Alec stopped walking and turned to the girl, grabbing both her shoulders firmly in his grasp.  Just as he prepared to tell her of the futility of seeking solace in revenge, and to warn her that she would find no comfort in killing someone else, there flashed in his mind the memory of the day many centuries prior, when he had confronted Elgin, the son of the Duke of Goldenfields, and had slain Elgin in revenge for the young nobleman’s attacks on Noranda and the Duke.  
 
   He would be a hypocrite to tell her not to pursue the same path he had pursued, he realized.  She was staring at him, her eyes large and round, reacting with surprise to the emotions that crossed his face graphically as his memories betrayed him.  “What is it, my Duke?” she asked.
 
   “Don’t kill anyone without my permission,” he responded lamely.  “Look at him,” Alec released the girl and gestured towards the captive Ajax that floated nearby.  “I would rather spare his life than kill him, and hope for some future good.  I don’t want any more blood on my hands than necessary in this quest.”
 
   “I will do as you command, for now,” the girl casually agreed, tucking the knife back in her waist band, satisfied that she was going to be able to follow Alec and achieve her vengeance at a later time.
 
   She suddenly felt multiple, small streams of air jetting against her body in numerous locations, pressing her dress flat against her flesh, binding her arms immovably against her sides, and lifting her feet off the ground.  She looked in horror at Alec.  “What is happening?  What have I done?” she cried, realizing that she was caught in the same cage that held Alec’s other prisoner.
 
   He reached casually over and removed the knife from her waist band, then released her abruptly, so that her feet landed hard on the ground and her knees gave way slightly.  She felt the landing jar up her backbone as her hair flounced on her shoulders.
 
   Alec held the knife up before her.  “You will obey me.  Do you pledge to follow my direction?” he spoke intently.
 
   Carla felt her soul being constrained.  “I will follow your orders faithfully,” she said in a choking voice.
 
   Alec took her knife and held it for her to see, then slit it across his thumb, leaving a red sheen of his blood on the edge of the blade.
 
    “Hold out your hand,” Alec ordered.  He grabbed her trembling hand in his, then deliberately ran the blade of her knife across her thumb, opening a slice than bled as well, coating his bloody layer on the blade with one of her blood.
 
   “Now we are bonded, faithful to each other.  You will obey me,” Alec told her, then ran his thumb along the knife again, and as the edge touched his thumb, the red stain turned to a golden sheen on the knife.  His hand that held hers rigidly open for the ceremony flipped over to the top of her open palm, momentarily blocking her view, and when he took it away, the cut on her thumb was healed, and the pain was gone.
 
   “Here, take this,” he told her, holding the knife out, and as she took it she saw that his thumb was healed as well.
 
   “These things you’re doing; the powers you have.  You truly are the Duke Alec, aren’t you?” Alec almost jumped as a nearby voice spoke, interrupting his focus on the ceremony he had just performed with the young girl.  He didn’t know why he had felt compelled to create the bond between the two of them; he had intended only to prevent her from getting herself killed by trying to get in a knife fight.  He looked around, and realized that it was his captive Ajax speaking.
 
   “You’re the one who defeated Hellmann in the mountains, the one who fought the demons in Vincennes,” the Ajax added.
 
   “I did those things a long time ago,” Alec confirmed.
 
   “You can release me; I won’t fight against you any longer,” the Ajax told him.  “You may rightfully claim the seat in the ducal palace.  I will not fight for you, since I came to the city on behalf of the new duke, but I will not fight against you.  You have my word that if you release me, I will return to Valer and tell the story that you are alive and are retaking Valeriane as your own.”
 
   Alec gently lowered the man so that his feet were on the ground, then released the airtight bonds, trusting in the honor of the Ajax.  The man immediately went to one knee, then stood.  Alec released his hold on his ingenaire energies as the man silently turned and walked away, breaking through the ring of observers who had formed around the dramatic tableau in the street, then he disappeared from sight.
 
   Alec sagged with weariness, feeling the effects of having strained himself to use so much ingenaire energy in so many complex fashions.  What would Rubicon tell him now, Alec wondered, remembering the master Warrior he had been apprenticed to so long ago in Oyster Bay.
 
   “Are you alright, my lord?” Carla asked him with concern.
 
   “I’m tired, Carla.  But we’ve got to get some things done in a hurry, so we need to move forward,” he told her as he looked around as the people watching them.  “Let’s move on.”
 
   As they walked the observers gave them a murmuring cheer, then dispatched, except for a few, mostly small boys, who followed them in hopes of seeing some next act of great deeds.
 
   “When we turn this next corner, you will need to walk very close to me,” Alec instructed his follower.
 
   Without knowing why, the girl crowded up against him as commanded, and Alec used his Light powers to bend an invisibility space around the two of them so that they disappeared from sight.  He heard a few gasps from behind them, but kept walking resolutely.  “Right now, we are invisible,” Alec whispered to Carla.  “When we get to the small gate, we are going to sneak into the palace invisibly.  Once we are in there, we are going to go to the dungeon and set the steward free,” he said.
 
   “What will we do then?” the girl asked.
 
   “Then we need to get to the gate and let the rest of our supporters into the palace,” Alec answered, as he stopped to look at the southern gate in the palace walls, a less active entry than the other, more prominent gates to the palace grounds.  There were sharp-eyed guards on either side of the open gate, a gate too narrow for a wagon to enter, meaning that Alec and Carla would have to walk within very few feet of the guards as they entered, vulnerable to being given away by a sneeze or cough or even a scuffed footstep.
 
   Alec warned Carla of the need for absolute silence and they slowly crept towards and through the gate, ignoring the anxiety that he felt as the close-by guards appeared to stare directly at them.  Several steps inside the palace walls Alec reached out and took Carla’s shoulder, then led her into a doorway and through a deserted hallway.  “We’ll cross the garden and enter another building, then go down into the dungeon cells below there,” he whispered softly, then led her along the way, pausing often in the garden as strolling members of the court intersected their path.
 
   Around one corner they turned upon a couple who were passionately embracing, and Carla mumbled “Excuse me,” instantly, without thinking, making the man instantly raise his head and look around, while his lady companion clutched her blouse tightly shut.
 
   “Some one’s there,” the girl whispered pressing herself up off the ground.
 
   Alec slowly edged to the side of the walk, pulling Carla with him.
 
   “Who’s there?  Who’s spying?” the frustrated lover asked.  He pulled his sword from its scabbard, and began to poke it into the bushes nearby.  “We heard you; we know you’re there,” the man spoke in a low voice as he approached the invisible invaders’ location.  His sword was swinging viciously across the walkway, and Alec saw an inevitable conflict coming if the situation didn’t change.  He closed his eyes, and called upon the Spirit energy to provide its protective insulation, then called upon the Air ingenaire energies, and blew a sharp breeze into the bushes on the other side of the embarrassed girl, making the leaves rustle violently and causing the girl to shriek, then flee in fear and embarrassment.
 
   “Wait!” the man replied.  He stood, torn by his desire for revenge against some nearby intruder versus his need to follow and calm his almost-lover.  With an angry thrust he slammed his sword back in his scabbard, and sprinted away from Alec and Carla.
 
   With a sigh, Alec released all his powers, feeling a growing exhaustion from such prolonged and heavy energy use, and concerned about the needs that were still to come.  He stepped over to a nearby bench and sat down heavily.  “Did you do that?  Did you make the bushes shake?” Carla asked breathlessly, sitting down beside him, one leg folded beneath herself as the other foot remained on the walkway.  “I’m sorry I spoke; they surprised me – they embarrassed me!” she added immediately.
 
   “Don’t worry, we escaped this time.  Just try not to let it happen again,” Alec answered calmly.
 
   “Why aren’t we invisible?” the girl asked.
 
   “Because I’m growing worn out.  It takes a great deal of energy to do more than one thing at a time, like be invisible and rustle the bushes,” Alec answered, “and I haven’t tried to use my powers so much in a long, long time.”
 
   “But you’re doing everything so perfectly!” Carla enthusiastically responded.
 
   “Shh,” Alec placed a finger against her lips, then stood up.  “We’ll see if we can get across the garden as a simple, visible couple, and then go on with the plan,” he told her.  He took her arm and placed her hand on his arm, then appeared to escort her with genteel courtesy across the rest of the garden, bowing gracefully at those others whose paths they crossed.  When they reached the edge of the garden Alec opened the door and followed Carla in, then shut the door behind them, and swung the bar down to lock it closed.
 
   “When we get to the prison cells, I want you to stay out of the way: out of harm’s way and out of my way.  I want to fight any battles that are necessary, and I want to end them quickly,” he told her.  “Do you understand, and will you obey?”
 
   Their eyes locked, and Carla felt compelled to reply.  “I will obey,” she said meekly.
 
   They followed the path Alec remembered, down a hall and through an empty room, where he resumed the protection of invisibility for them, before he slowly opened a heavy wooden door that was solidly reinforced with iron fittings around the hinges and at all the joints and corners.  Down several steps in an unlit stair well they came to a second imposing door.
 
   “You stay back here until I call you,” Alec instructed, then he gently pressed the door open and left the stairwell, sword drawn as he entered the dungeon space.
 
   “Who’s there?” a voice asked as the door opened silently, and Alec found a pair of guards standing just feet away from the doorway, while another guard sat at a table at the end of the dungeon chamber.   There were multiple prison cell doors to choose from on either side of the wide central hall, an open space that was pierced by several thick columns which rose from the floor to help support the building structure above.  
 
   Alec stood in front of the door, and considered what to do.  He picked up a small pebble, and tossed it to his right, then as the two guards looked in that direction he sidled around them to the left.  He found a spot behind one of the sturdy pillars and released his invisibility shield, then refocused his Light powers and caused a bright flash inside one of the prison cells in front of the two standing guards.
 
   Both their heads snapped up at the surprising momentary flash, and one of them looked inside the cell.  Alec focused his energy again and made a second flash spark momentarily in the adjoining cell, causing a startled exclamation from the prisoner who apparently occupied the room.
 
   “What are you doing in there, Nemby?” one of the standing guards asked, as the seated guard picked up the ring of keys that sat on the table, ready to come open the cell door and examine the source of the flashes.   As he approached his companions, Alec waited for the cell to open, so that he could seize the keys and then lock the guards within the cell, allowing him to set Charls free.
 
   Before the guards gathered together in front of the door though, there came the sound of an explosive sneeze from the dark bottom of the stairs, as Carla’s sinuses reacted to the dust and mold that were plentifully present in the dungeon.  The guards’ heads all turned in the direction of the still open door.
 
   “Who’s there?  Come out,” one guard called, and advanced towards the door, his sword pulled out and held before him.
 
   Realizing that his plans were no longer going to work, Alec leapt out from behind the column that hid him, and threw a knife at the leg of the guard closest to Carla, then turned with his sword to prevent the other guards from approaching her location.  His sword clashed with those of both the remaining guards, as he attempted to fight them without the use of his Warrior energy, something that proved to hold no challenge until he felt a blade slice deeply into his hamstring, making him cry out and lurch forward.  The guard who he had injured with his thrown knife had crawled close enough to the battle to swing his sword effectively against Alec’s thigh.
 
   Alec lay on the floor on his side, moaning in pain as he held both hands over the wound and tried to call upon his Healer energy to repair the gaping, bloody gash.  One guard stood over him holding a sword pointed at his chest, while the other went to the stairwell and roughly grabbed Carla, thrusting her into the dungeon.
 
   His exhaustion and pain were too great for Alec to overcome; he gave up the effort to try to salvage the situation immediately, and resigned himself to becoming a captive temporarily, just before he passed out.
 
   “What kind of a bloody fool tries to break into a prison, and brings a tasty little morsel like this with him?” the returning guard asked rhetorically.  “Here,” he unlocked and held open a cell door, “let’s hold him in here for now, and we’ll put the girl over there,” he gestured towards a distant door as he prepared to drag Alec by his arms.  
 
   “Alec, are you okay?  Alec?” Carla cried, watching his unconscious body being dragged across the floor. 
 
   “Now, go get a medic to come look at Cousy,” he directed his fellow guardsman once Carla was locked away.  Half an hour later, the guard came back with a medic and three additional guardsmen, drawn by the inexplicable tale of a man who fought to get into the dungeon.
 
   Alec awoke from the sound of the loud conversations, and tentatively reached for his Healer energy; he found it available, and he focused on repairing the severed muscles in his leg.  He had lost a great deal of blood, he could tell, and he focused next on bolstering his blood supply, when he heard Carla scream his name.
 
   “Alec!  Help me!” she yelled.  “Don’t you do that!” she shouted in a frightened voice from within her cell.
 
   Alec dropped his Healing powers and instead called upon his Stone energy, then used that ability to soften the door frame of his cell, so that with a strong shoulder shove, the door flew outward and onto the ground, no longer attached to the wall.
 
   He dropped his Stone powers, knowing that he was going to quickly lapse back into exhaustion from utilizing multiple energies again.  He slid over to the open door of Carla’s cell, unimpeded by any guard, for they all had gathered in her tiny prison room.  Alec called forth his Air energies, and caused targeted streams of air to hit each of the half dozen guards squarely, blowing them away from the girl’s prostrate figure on the floor, and trapping them against the walls of the cell.
 
   Alec stepped inside the cell, and knelt next to Carla.  She had not yet been harmed, he saw, though it was a near thing.  She sat up and lunged forward, throwing her body against his and sobbing uncontrollably.  Alec wrapped his arms around the girl, and carefully called upon a trickle of his Spiritual abilities to calm the girl.  After a long time of comfort, Alec projected his thoughts into her head.
 
   Carla, we must go now; are you ready? he asked.
 
   “Was that you?” she asked aloud, raising her head suddenly from his shoulder.
 
   Yes, and you can answer me with your thoughts alone as well, if you try, he answered.
 
   Like this?  Can you hear my thoughts too? the girl responded carefully.
 
   Yes, this is exactly the way to do it, Alec told her.
 
   Can you hear all my thoughts? Carla asked in a tone that conveyed embarrassment.
 
   I am only hearing what you want me to right now, he evaded her question.  We must go; we need to lock these men in this cell so that we can move on to our next duties.  Go outside the cell and wait for me while I get the keys, he commanded her.  Once they both stood, she obediently left as he stuck his hand between streams of air that held one of the astonished guards in place, and pulled the key ring off the man’s belt.
 
   “Thank you,” he told the helpless jailer, then he left the room, locked the door, and released his Air energy at last, letting all the captives slide suddenly to the ground as their unnatural support gave out.
 
   “I’m sorry,” his companion told him contritely as soon as the door was locked.  “The dust made me sneeze.
 
   “How are you able to talk inside my head?” she asked.
 
   “It is a part of a power that my God gives me.  The true value of the ability is the ability to know and discern God’s knowledge and love,” Alec answered.  “It also makes some other things possible, such as the ability to speak from one soul to another.”
 
   “Is there anything you can’t do?” Carla asked.
 
   “Many, many things,” he replied.  “Now, we need to carry on with our mission,” he told her as he turned and walked to the far side of the open chamber in the center of the dungeon space.
 
   “Charls?” Alec asked softly as he looked through the narrow barred window in the door of the first cell he examined.  The occupant of the narrow room grunted, and Alec moved on, looking for his steward, who was hopefully held captive in the dungeon.
 
   He called softly at the window of three more cells, two of which were empty, but at the fifth cell door, he heard a positive response.  “Who calls me?  Who has made such noise out there?” a familiar voice asked from the gloomy interior of the cell.
 
   Alec tested the keys on his ring until he found one that made the door’s lock clank open.
 
   “Charls, it’s Alec, Duke Alec,”  he replied, standing just outside the wide-open cell door.  “Come out.  I’ve come back to make things right.”
 
   The steward emerged cautiously from the doorway and looked around in wonder at the empty guard space, glanced briefly at Carla, then went down on one knee.  “My lord, I never expected to see you here.  Thank you,” he spoke quietly.
 
   “Charls, I’m sorry you’ve come into these troubles,” Alec told the man who he had trusted to run the duchy, and who had done so effectively until the royal appointment of a new duke.  He looked at the kneeling man closely, and saw the bruises and evidence of mistreatment.  “Come, stand up!”  Alec held his hands out and helped raise Charls from the floor, sharing a stream of his healing powers as he did so.
 
   “Right now, we need to get you and Carla,” Alec motioned to the girl who stood nearby, uncertain about what was expected of her, “to a safe place in the palace.  There are going to be a handful of armed supporters at the main gate in just a few minutes, and I’ll need to go arrange to allow them to enter the palace.
 
   “What do you suggest we do once that’s done?  What support will we have here inside the palace?” Alec asked.  “This is all happening faster than I planned.  Are there more of the Ajacii, the strong warriors?”
 
   “Perhaps we can discuss these matters while we move forward?” Charls tactfully suggested, and the three left the dungeon, proceeding cautiously through the hallways of the palace, ducking frequently into rooms and closets.
 
   “You called the mighty warriors the Ajacii?” Charls spoke as they began their journey.  Alec nodded, and the steward continued.  “They came to me once, a few years ago, after you had been gone for some time, and offered to provide services to the palace, to act as warriors or protectors, as they said they had traditionally done in Valeriane before you took the ducal seat.  I politely dismissed them, and they politely left.
 
   ‘Six months ago, Gallus, the new duke, showed up with a hefty contingent of supporters and usurped the palace.  Soon after that the Ajacii,” Charls stumbled momentarily over the unfamiliar word, “showed up and offered their services to him.
 
   “I was not in prison at the time; Gallus needed to keep me around to keep the duchy running, until his people could handle the rudiments of governance.  They had already sent virtually the whole palace guard to support the emperor, and the populace was growing uneasy over several incidents caused by Gallus’s supporters, so he accepted the proposal and spent a lot of money to hire a half dozen Ajacii,” Charls explained.
 
   Alec led his trio upstairs and into a room that looked out upon the small plaza inside the main gate.  “If there were six Ajacii to start with, we’ve dispatched three of them so far,” he calculated.  “The other three, do they stay close to this pretender duke, Gallus, or would they be roaming the palace?”
 
   “He keeps two of them with him at all times,” Charls replied, and Alec fell silent as he contemplated the circumstances.  He was exhausted from using his powers so extensively throughout the day.
 
   “What support will we receive?” Alec asked.
 
   “Some,” Charls said thoughtfully.  “But most of the best have already been shipped out.  The guards who are here now are either the ones Gallus brought with him, or they’re just raw recruits; you won’t have much for you, but you won’t be fighting much of a trained force other than those Ajacii.”
 
   Alec considered the odds of fighting, and decided that the time wasn’t right.  “There’s a time to fight, and a time to wait; this is a time to wait.  We’re not going to try to take the palace now – we’ll leave the palace and go rest with our troops for a day.  I’ll be better prepared for battle if we wait,” he told the others in a manner that invited no debate or conversation.
 
   “I think that sounds prudent sir,” Charls said obediently.
 
   “Carla, we’re going to leave the palace and take our troops somewhere we can rest safely until tomorrow.  Do you have someplace you can go?  Can you go back to see your mother and comfort her?” Alec asked.
 
   “I’m going to stay with you, to make sure we get revenge for my father,” Carla answered in measured tones.  “I may not ever find the soldier whose sword killed him, but I can see you kill this false duke who made it happen.”
 
   Oh Lord, you must have a good reason for inflicting this girl upon me, Alec thought to himself as he considered the prospect of having the girl as his shadow throughout the campaign.
 
   “We’ll work that out,” was all that Alec answered.
 
   “I can make myself invisible,” he said as he turned back to Charls.
 
   “How long have you been able to do that?” the steward asked in astonishment.
 
   “Many years, but I never really used the ability while I was in residence here,” Alec replied.
 
   “We will walk out together, and I will make both of you invisible with me, if you stay very close to me.  When we reach the outside, we’ll take our supporters with us back to the market square, and prepare for tomorrow,” he said.  He hoped that news of the uprising would spread throughout the city and bring more supporters to their side, though he conversely hoped that he would be rested and able to use his energies fully on the morrow, so that he would be able to complete his restoration to the ducal seat without using or endangering any of those supporters
 
   “This really works!” Carla told Charls, seeing the expression on his face.  “We walked in through the gate, right past the guards, to get in and rescue you.”
 
   “I don’t doubt the Duke,” Charls put a brave face on his doubt, and the three of them quickly left the room and entered Alec’s invisibility bubble once they were within the hall.
 
   “Did you see something?” one guard asked another in the front hall of the palace, pointing up to the stairs.  “I thought I saw,” he hesitated, unwilling to say that he thought he had seen a disembodied head momentarily, knowing that he would open himself to ridicule, given the absence of any such spectral vision at present.  “Never mind,” the guard lamely stopped himself.
 
   Alec, Charls, and Carla stood still midway down the stairs, wondering if they had been spotted.  Alec was straining his grasp on the ingenaire energy to keep his bubble of bent light as large as possible, but the descent down the stairs required it to expand beyond his ability, and so the top of Carla’s or Charls’s head would bob in or out of sight as they slowly inched down the stairs.  Without further detection, the three passed out of the palace and through the gate, then around a corner of the main road in the city, where Alec released his energy out of sight of the palace.
 
   “Extraordinary!  We walked right past the guards at the gate,” Charls exclaimed.  “What do we do now?”
 
   “We wait for our friends to arrive,” Alec said simply, then he squatted down on his haunches to rest.  The trio waited for several minutes until the small squad of soldiers and others came noisily down the street.
 
   Alec stood, and stepped to the center of the street, his hands raised high over his head to draw the attention of the approaching forces.  He felt a terrible pain and a blow in the back that pressed him forward, then he heard Carla’s voice scream, and he blacked out.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6 – Alec’s Injury
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke he was in a narrow bed that was in a gloomy attic.   The angled gable roof was only a few feet above his head, and the source of dim light was somewhere off to his left.  His chest felt aflame with pain, and it flared to an even more intense level as he tried to take a breath.  He moaned, then coughed, then felt spasms of even more pain.
 
   “Here,” a soft voice called, and a small packet was gently pressed between his lips into his cheek.  He turned his head to see who was there.
 
   It was an older version of Carla, a woman with the same red hair and high cheek bones, though a wider mouth and thinner lips than Alec had noticed on his young companion.  “These herbs will lessen the pain; just let them rest in your cheek.”
 
   Alec gave his head a slight nod to signify he understood, and his hand reached out from underneath his cover, then groped to find hers, and gave a weak squeeze.
 
   “You just rest.  You’re safe here for now.  Carla will return after sunset.  She’ll be so pleased to know you woke up.  The girl has sat here by you constantly,” the woman told him.
 
   “Your daughter?” Alec tried to croak a question, but his chest felt pierced with increased pain, and he closed his eyes as a spasm stormed through his torso.
 
   “You can’t try to talk,” the woman brushed her fingers across his forehead.  “Stay quiet, rest and heal.”
 
   Alec closed his eyes, and fell back into a drowsy state of anxious sleep, trying to understand what had happened to him.  The pack of herbs in his cheek began to act, making his mouth feel numb first, before the pain diminished slightly in his chest.
 
   When he opened his eyes again, the room was dark.  He tried to look around and detected two faint gleaming points at some unknown distance.  When he blinked, the points were further apart, and then they were eyes in a face, reflecting some small amount of light, and a hand lay gently on his shoulder.
 
   “Alec, stay still.  Don’t try to talk,” Carla spoke to him.  “You’re very sick, and we can’t bring a doctor to see you.  The duke’s patrols are looking all over the city for you and me and Charls and anyone else they think is against them.”
 
   Alec closed his eyes, and tried to ignore the pain he felt with every breath.  He wished he knew what had happened to him, but the pain was so severe he couldn’t call upon his Healer energies to diagnose or cure himself.  He slowly raised one hand and laid it upon Carla’s, giving a feeble squeeze to show his appreciation.  There was so much he wanted to know, but couldn’t ask.
 
   “My mom says thank you for what you’ve done for us, for healing my dad the first time, and for watching out for me.  She’s been here watching you almost as much as I have.  The soldiers have been here once already searching our house, but they didn’t look up here,” she warned.
 
   “As soon as you’re well enough to move, we’ll try to get out of the city to some place safe.”
 
   Alec gave a slight nod, then closed his eyes.  He rapidly dozed off, and Carla sat beside him a while longer, his relaxed hand still atop hers on his shoulder.  She was worried, though thankful he was still alive.  She had screamed in terror when an arrow had bolted from the roof of a building near the palace and pierced all the way through his chest from the back, its point protruding from the front of his chest, evidence of the force with which it had been shot.  She and Charls had immediately grabbed Alec and begun to hurry him away, as a squad of guards from the palace had come charging towards them.
 
   The small collection of Alec’s converted supporters had put up a brief and unsuccessful street battle against the palace forces, who were led by an Ajacii, but the battle had lasted long enough for Carla to lead the other two to safety in her own home.  Her mother had made the decision to draw the arrow out, a procedure Carla had been unable to stand to watch, then they had bandaged Alec and hidden him and Carla up in the attic just minutes before palace forces had knocked on the door and stormed into the house, as they did every other house in the vicinity, looking for Alec and the others.
 
   Charls was hidden in a nearby house, and Carla had spent the day there with him, waiting until dark before she stealthily returned to her own home and Alec.  She and Charls had talked during the day, telling each other all that they could about Alec, Carla trying to explain the few brief hours she had seen him, and Charls recollecting the times in years past when Alec had been involved in the governance of his duchy.  And Charls had provided a comforting presence for Carla, who had lost her father and then lost the security of Alec’s presence in the same day.  Charls was a steady man, one who recognized her emotional strain and reacted sympathetically, letting her talk throughout the day about her father, providing the opportunity for her to release a portion of the pain and frustration that had bottled up inside her.
 
   It was Charls who recollected a possible way to help his duke heal more quickly.  “The duke showed me a patch of plants in the palace garden that he said he had brought from an estate near Eckerd.  He said the plant could cure anything,” Charls confided to Carla.  “If I can get back into the palace, I could pick some and bring it back to heal him.”
 
   Carla sat silently, pondering a return to the palace.  “I can get you into the palace garden,” she said at last, “if you’ll go along with my plan.”
 
   “What plan is that?” Charls asked, leaning forward, studying the girl intently.
 
   “I will go to the gate of the palace, and tell them that my elderly mother wishes to see the flowers in the palace gardens one time before she dies.  The guards will let a harmless girl in, I suspect, especially with her frail mother, and then we’ll go find the duke’s plant, pick some, and leave,” she said in a straightforward manner.
 
   “I suspect the guards will gladly let such a pretty girl into the palace,” Charls said, pleasing Carla with his gallant comment.  “But how will you and your mother know which plant to pick in the garden?”
 
   “This is the best part!” Carla said with a sparkle in her eye.  “You’ll be dressed up as my mother!  You’ll be able to go in and pick the right plant!”
 
   Charls reared back abruptly, his eyes widening.  “You can’t be serious!”
 
   “You can do this; this is for Alec!  This is for your duke,” Carla spoke emphatically.  “This may be the only way.  You saw that arrow sticking all the way through him; he’s not going to recover from that without something extraordinary, maybe this plant you say he told you about.”
 
   “If we’re caught, I’ll go back to the dungeon, or execution,” Charls said.  “You’ll suffer the same, but not right away.  Are you really willing to risk the things they’ll do to you?”
 
   “The first time I saw the duke, he saved me from being taken to the palace and raped,” Carla said.  “He didn’t know me, or anything about me.  There wasn’t anything to know.  I was a complete stranger to him, and he fought to free me.  He saved my father’s life, at least for a little while, and he went into the palace to set you free.  He can make this city the good place it used to be, better for everyone.
 
   “I’ll do whatever it takes to set him back on his feet,” Carla said, rising to her own feet.  She reached over and grabbed Charls’s shoulder, urging him up.  “Let’s go get you dressed for this; the sooner we do this, the better.”
 
   With a sigh, Charls resignedly acceded to the girl’s plan, recognizing that it was in fact the only way he could imagine they would be able to enter the palace grounds now.  Together they entered her mother’s room and slowly dressed the unhappy steward in a strange collection of dress, blouse, and many scarves that covered his head and much of his face.  
 
   Charls returned to Alec’s room and took one of the knives from his unconscious duke, then returned and met Carla at the front of the house.  With that done, Carla tied a scarf over her own bright red hair, and the two of them walked back towards the palace they had escaped from just days before.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7 – Deposing the Duke
 
    
 
   Carla felt intimidated when they were within sight of the palace gate.  She had been raised in the city, and lived there all her life, without ever entering the palace until Alec had smuggled her in.  It was a place she had always fantasized about with her friends around the market place, the big building with servants and feasts and carpets on the floor, the features they believed it had and that made it opulent in their eyes.
 
   For Charls, it was a return to a place that had been his assumed place of duty for decades, one that he took for granted, or had until a few weeks earlier when the new duke had arrived and turned the world upside down.
 
   “Slow down,” he hissed to Carla as they began their walk in view of the guards.  “Remember, I’m your elderly mother.  You need to slow down to help poor, frail me.”
 
   “Sorry,” Carla said contritely.  She immediately shortened her stride and offered her arm, while they approached the watchful guards at the gate with a more measured gait.
 
   “My mother,” Carla began, once they reached the gate, “has always wanted to see the gardens in the palace.  She’s heard such wonderful stories about the flowers there.  I thought that for her birthday today I’d bring her here to ask if we could go in for just a little while to see the garden.  We’ll only go straight there and then come straight back out,” the girl wheedled in her most winsome fashion.
 
   “We’re not supposed to let any strangers in,” the bolder of the two guards on their side of the gate replied, “but we could make an exception for the right reasons,” he added with a smile that held no warmth.
 
   Carla quelled her desire to shudder at the licentiousness the man conveyed.  “We’re worth it,” she replied, and held still as his hand reached out to take hold of her arm.
 
   “Come with me, and I’ll show you something,” he spoke, as he started into the palace grounds, leading Carla and Charls along the winding way that led into the interior of the palace grounds, where the garden was enclosed.  “Tell you mother to go enjoy herself, and I’ll show you something in here,” the guard told Carla as they stood outside a gardeners’ storage shed.
 
   Carla looked at Charls with despairing but determined eyes.  “You go see if you can find the pretty ones,” she said, then bowed her head as she stepped into the shed, the guard directly behind her.
 
   He closed the door behind him, then reached for Carla and pressed his lips against hers.
 
   “Wait,” Carla struggled, but the man easily overpowered her immediately, knocking her to the floor with wordless hostility and focusing on ripping her clothes until he heard the click of the door latch behind him, and turned to see Charls slashing violently with his smuggled blade, burying it deeply in the surprised guard’s unprotected chest.
 
   “We’ve got to hurry now,” Charls said.  “They’ll miss him in about a hour, and we can’t go back out through that gate without him.”
 
   “Thank you, Carla said tearfully.  “I wasn’t sure how long you’d take; I didn’t know how long I could fight him off.”
 
   “I still need to find the plants and take some,” Charls said.  “I only stood outside the door for a minute; I didn’t think he was the kind to be subtle or slow.”
 
   Carla gathered together the torn fabric of her blouse, wiped the moisture from her eyes, and helped Charls stuff the dead guard’s body beneath a wheelbarrow in the back of the shed.  They emerged from the storage building and walked towards the corner of the garden that Charls recollected Alec stopping in to show the agrimonia patch he was growing.
 
   “Walk slower,” Carla whispered, as Charls’s anticipation drove him forward, eager to find the cure that would restore Alec’s health.  Charls felt both an unrelenting faith in Alec’s ability to re-seize control of the duchy if healthy, and a determination to demonstrate his own ability to carry out some action to undermine the usurper, a man he despised for his shallowness and destructive treatment of Valeriane.
 
   Together they strolled into the northwestern corner of the palace garden, the spot best sheltered from winter elements, and Charls’s slow pace allowed him to closely scrutinize the beds of plants that lined the crushed stone path that their feet quietly crunched upon as they walked.  “Here it is,” he said triumphantly.
 
   “There’s someone coming!” Carla replied urgently, as she spotted a gardener striding towards them.
 
   “This is not the most colorful portion of the garden,” the man said as he reached them, a kindly tone in his voice and an appreciative gleam in his eye as he examined Carla and her motherly companion.
 
   “My mother was saying that this plant reminders her of a herb her mother planted in their garden back in her own youth,” Carla spoke up quickly.  “Could you dig up a portion of it for us to take home?” she smiled a winsome smile again, feeling less of the churning fear in her stomach from trying to charm this elderly gardener than she had felt from dealing with the guard who had let them into the palace.
 
   “Let me get a shovel for you,” the gardener said.  “You have a seat on the bench and I’ll be right back,” and he left them to go to the shed where the dead guard’s body lay hastily hidden.
 
   “We need to go,” Charls hissed as soon as he realized where the gardener was headed.  He bent and grabbed a handful of the foliage of the agrimonia, then began walking hastily out of the garden, with Carla following close behind.  They moved as rapidly as they could, Charls encumbered by wearing the unfamiliar dress, and were just leaving the garden when they heard the gardener hail them.
 
   “I’ve got the shovel!  Where are you going?” he called from the spot of the agrimonia.
 
   Carla turned, and concluded that flight was futile.  “We were just going to find a bathroom.  We didn’t think you’d return so quickly.”
 
   The gardener already had his shovel in the ground, and a piece of burlap laid upon the walk.  “If you need a restroom, there’s one back this way,” he pointed back towards the front gate.
 
   “If you’re already ready to give us the herb, we can take it and wait until we get home,” Carla left Charls in place and jogged back to the gardener, where she accepted the small burlap ball with a green patch of agrimonia growing from the top.
 
   “Let me walk you to the gate and see you out,” the gardener offered kindly, and minutes later the two visitors gave heartfelt waves of thanks as they walked away from the palace.
 
   “Go ahead and give it to him,” Carla told Charls minutes later as they stood in the attic, looking at Alec’s unconscious body.
 
   “I don’t know how to give it to him.  I thought you would give it to him while I change clothes,” Charls replied.
 
   “Should we just put some in his mouth?  What did he tell you about it?” Carla asked, turning away from Alec to face Charls.
 
   “Maybe it’s supposed to be brewed like a tea,” his muffled voice replied as he raised his dress up over his head.  “Or it could be something you just place over the injury.”
 
   “We’ve got enough here to do all three,” Carla said, looking at the clump the gardener had given them in addition to the handful of wilting leaves Charls had grabbed.  “I’ll go down to the kitchen and start brewing some leaves as tea while you try putting them on his wound,” she told Charls, then raised the trap door and went back down into the house.
 
   Charls removed Alec’s shirt and tore the leaves of the agrimonia into small pieces, which he pressed against the wound in Alec’s chest.  He heard distant noises coming from downstairs, and paused to listen for Carla’s energetic footsteps, but heard nothing, so he cautiously turned Alec on his side and began to apply more of the torn leaves to the entry wound in the back, where the deadly arrow had so powerfully penetrated Alec’s flesh.
 
   That finished, Charls torn more of the leaves into tiny pieces, which he balled up between the palms of his hand, then used his fingers to press the marble-sized collection inside Alec’s cheek.  
 
   Time had passed, Charls realized, more than enough time to steep a pot of tea.  Checking Alec, and satisfied that he was safe to leave alone, Charls went downstairs, and stopped in fearful astonishment.  The first floor of the house was a shambles, and Carla’s mother sat on the floor, bruised, sobbing deep, choking sobs.  She looked up at the sound of his approach.
 
   “Mr. Charls!  I didn’t know you were still in the house,” she said between crying breaths.  
 
   “What happened?  Where’s Carla?” he asked as he knelt by the older lady, a woman close to his own age, he realized as he tried to comfort her.
 
   “They took her.  Soldiers came bursting through the door a half hour ago.  They started tearing the place apart, and knocked me over.  When Carla came out of the kitchen to see what was happening, they pounced on her and took her away in a flash,” the mother related.
 
   Charls felt his stomach twist in fear for the girl.  He exhaled deeply, as he sat on his haunches and tried to analyze what he could do to help her.
 
   “I’ll go help her,” he said at length, as he tried to formulate a plan, and to evaluate the chances for success.  “Here, let’s get you in the kitchen,” he said as he helped raise her to her feet.  Once in the kitchen he helped her sit down at the table, then found the tea Carla had been steeping.  The water was dark for the lengthy time it had brewed, and Charls found it was bitter in the extreme as a result.  He poured a cup for Carla’s mother, then added a large lump of sugar, and presented the cup to his hostess.
 
   “You sip this; it’ll make you feel a little better.  I’m going to go to the palace and try to get in to find Carla,” he told her, bring a spark of hope to her eyes.  “Please take some of this tea up to Duke Alec.  He’s still unconscious, so you’ll have to drip it into his mouth drop by drop.  Try to give him at least a cup,” Charls guessed at what he hoped was a suitable dose.
 
   “I put a pinch of herb in his cheek, so you may want to take that out,” Charls added as he rose.  “I’ll go get ready to return to the palace.  You’ll go take care of the duke right away, won’t you?” he asked.  “We’re going to need his help, the sooner, the better.”
 
   He went upstairs again to the room where Alec slumbered on.  To Charls’s hopeful eye, he appeared to have more color in his face, and seemed to breathe easier.  Gathering up the costume he had worn earlier to the palace, Charls went back downstairs and shrugged his way back into the dress he had hidden in, then restored the shawl over his head, and tucked the knife back inside the folds of the dress.  Satisfied that he was as prepared as he could arrange himself to be for his seemingly suicidal mission, Charls went out the door for the second time in three days, and slowly made the journey back to the palace.
 
   As Charls left, Alec’s body was absorbing the benefits of Drayton’s agrimonia.  The small patches on his wounds were strengthening the disrupted flesh, healing the cells and helping the fight against infection.  The wad of leafy material in his cheek was osmosing molecules of its vibrant capacity into his cheek and tongue, then flowing with the bloodstream through his body, bringing healthfulness to the organs they contacted.
 
   When Carla’s mother soon arrived and rolled him onto his back, she placed a spoon upon his lips and let a few drops of the strong tea flow downward into his throat.  She waited to make sure that he didn’t cough or choke, then placed a few more drops of the moisture into his mouth.  Seconds later she did it again, and then again, repetitively, patiently spooning the dark greenish brown brew into him.
 
   After half an hour she decided to take a break, to sit up straight and stretch her back.  She placed the spoon and cup on the floor next to her and drew her hands around to the small of her back as she arched forward to ease her muscles, then gasped in shock as she felt Alec’s hand reach over and rest upon the top of her thigh.  She looked down and saw his eyes open to look up at her, and saw with relief that they had a clear, comprehending appearance.
 
   “What happened?”  he asked simply.
 
   “You were shot with an arrow when you left the palace three days ago.  Carla and her friend brought you here, and you’ve been asleep ever since.  They’re both gone – the soldiers took her this morning, and Charls went to try to save her, dressed like a woman!  The tea made you feel better; it made me feel better too, took away the aches from the bruises,” she started to ramble, unable to speak her thoughts coherently as worries about Carla overwhelmed her mind.
 
   Alec blinked.  “The soldiers have Carla and Charls?” he struggled to remember who he had been with.  It had been three days and he’d lain injured all that time.
 
   “Charls left just minutes ago; they took Carla about an hour ago,” she confirmed.
 
   Alec closed his eyes and evaluated his ability to call upon his ingenaire powers.  The ability was intact, and relatively strong.  He focused on healing his body, finding the streak of damaged tissue that passed all the way through his chest, and treating it, repairing and reconnecting the flesh.  He was fortunate, he realized, that the arrow hadn’t gone a fraction of an inch off to the side, or it would have nicked an artery and he would have bled to death.
 
   His body healed within a minute, Alec stood up and flexed his muscles.  “I’ll go find your daughter,” he told his caregiver as he looked around for his weapons.  A pile in a corner of the attic, a low corner he had to kneel down into, held his sword and bandolier, which he quickly belted onto his body.
 
   “Your daughter is a spirited girl, isn’t she?” he asked the mother, hoping to alleviate some of the anxiety and fear he knew she held.
 
   “She has been a spitfire.  Her father loved her for the way she’d take on a battle, unless she was battling him!” the mother gave a small chuckle and let a solitary tear escape from the corner of her eye.
 
   “She’ll be back here soon, and I imagine she’ll still be a spitfire,” Alec told her kindly as they descended from the attic.  He shook his head at the unnecessary damage the soldiers had done to the ground floor, turning over furniture and slashing the curtains; it made no sense, but he’d been in enough violent situations to know that those who carried out the violence seldom did have sense.
 
   Minutes later he was cloaked in his bent light pattern, invisible as he entered the main palace gate.  He’d passed many patrols in the streets, and noted the absence of civilians on the road.  The city was in hiding, hiding from the guards of the duke, something that made him shake his head in regret, especially when he saw dead bodies lying untended in several alleys; there had been great violence recently.
 
   His first goal was to reach the prison cells again, where he hoped to find his two friends.  The palace halls were unusually silent and empty, he noted as he dodged through them.  The populace of the palace was apparently busy somewhere else, probably in patrolling the streets of the city, he concluded, engaged in the brutal suppression of the citizens.
 
   The prison was empty, completely empty, he learned in fear minutes later when he went down into the lowest level of the palace.  All the cell doors were open, and no guards were present in the unlit level.  Alec ceased shielding himself from view, and instead used the Light ingenaire energy to gather together such light as managed to filter down the stairwell, giving him the ability to dimly illuminate the dungeon.  He saw with shock that the prisoners had been killed and left behind, but neither Charls nor Carla were among them, he found with relief.
 
   Happy that his friends weren’t among the dead in the prison, Alec was at a loss as to where to look for them next.  He climbed back up out of the bottom of the palace and began to stride through the halls, dropping his invisibility cloak at times when no one else was present, and then extending his Spiritual powers, trying to find any emotional signature that would tell of the presence of those who needed his help.  He was making a conscious effort not to try to use more than one power at a time; he had put himself and his friends at risk by wearing himself down just days ago through overuse of his powers.  Over the course of this adventure in Valeriane he had put a greater strain on his ingenaire capacity than he had in decades, not since the early days of Caitlen’s rule.
 
   As he left the functional portions of the palace and approached the ceremonial parts, he at last detected the presence of people who were both fearful and angry.  He slipped into a small guard break room and took a bow and two quivers of arrows, then headed towards the hearing room where he expected to find his goals.
 
   Invisible, Alec reached the doors and evaluated what to do.  A pair of guardsmen stood at attention, blocking his entry.  Alec heard a growling roar from inside the room, and felt compelled to act quickly.   He released his Light powers and suddenly appeared visible to the guards, standing just six feet in front of them.  “I am Alec, the rightful Duke of Valeriane, come to retake my seat.   Kneel and acknowledge fealty to me, or prepare to defend yourselves,” he told the guards as soon as he appeared.
 
   Both guards stood in stunned silence, then one went to a knee while the other pulled his sword free and began to attack Alec.  With a single swipe of his weapon, Alec killed the one who had refused to yield.  “You made a wise choice,” he told the other man, holding out his hand to help the man rise.
 
   “I was a young member of the Guard when you were here before, and remember that the city was treated fairly, sir,” the man replied.  “I’ll help you fight to bring that back.”
 
   “Thank you,” Alec felt touched by the man’s sincere statement.  “What’s happening inside?” he motioned towards the doors.
 
   “They’ve got a girl, a captive, who is accused of aiding you,” the guard answered.  “She’s to be put to death after they get a confession from her.”
 
   “What’s your name?” Alec asked.
 
   “It’s Crodon, sir,” the guard answered.
 
   Just then there was a clanging of doors nearby, and the stamp of boots.  “Take this body and hide it somewhere,” Alec told his new follower, “If you know anyone else you’re certain is ready to follow me, go gather them together in the next few minutes.  Then come back here and remain on duty until I tell you otherwise.”  As the man hauled the body down the hallway, a small cluster of guards turned a corner and came into view, bearing Charls with them, shorn of his disguise.  They opened the door and entered the hallway, and Alec, invisible again, followed closely behind them, as they passed through a crowded perimeter and took Charls to the center of the room, where Carla knelt on the floor, sobbing in pain, as a man stood over her ready to thrash her with a heavy staff.
 
   Alec pulled his bow off his shoulder and strung an arrow while still invisible, then let the shaft fly, piercing the man’s chest.  His target’s face changed from its violent snarl to an expression of momentary surprise, then the eyes closed, the upheld staff clattered to the floor from the relaxed fingers, and the man fell, dead, as the room’s environment changed from cruel observation to stunned silence to shouting, outraged shock.
 
   Alec dropped his invisibility, then gathered the Light ingenaire powers he still held, and closed his eyes as he cause a bright explosion of light to brighten the room, so intense that all could feel it on their exposed skin, temporarily blinding everyone within the room except him.  Alec released his Light energies and engaged his Warrior powers, shooting arrows at the two men who stood on either side of the pretend duke upon the dais in the front of the room, then slung the bow back over his shoulder, pulled his sword, and cut through the guard group in front of him.
 
   “Charls, follow me,” he told his blind steward as he grabbed his shoulder and ran towards the center of the room, without giving Charls time to respond.
 
   They passed through the angry, uncertain crowd, men whose vision had not yet returned, and reached the frightened Carla.  Alec released his Warrior powers and then concluded the time had come to engage multiple energies simultaneously.  He reached for his Spiritual powers, then his Healer powers, and finally his Air powers.
 
   Carla was looking towards him through swollen eyes, and Charls was in no better shape he realized, as he laid his hands on each of them and took their injuries away, healing the cuts and soothing the abrasions, while wiping away their temporary blindness.  “Thank you, my lord,” Charls said as he felt the pain dissipate.  He looked up at the sound of multiple bows twanging, as the eyesight of those in the room also began to return.  With astonishment, Charls saw a swarm of arrows fly directly towards the trio in the center of the room, then abruptly stop and fly straight upward towards the ceiling.  Some struck the ceiling point first and tenuously embedded themselves in the ornate woodwork, while others tumbled back to the ground.
 
   Charls looked towards Alec and motioned in astonishment at the arrows above.
 
   “I have a curtain of air currents protecting us from any attacks for the moment,” Alec explained.  “Thank you both for the care you’ve given me these past few days.  I owe you my life.”
 
   “Thank you,” Carla said simply.  “I can’t believe you’re up and doing all these things.  Just a couple of hours ago you were lying near death, and now here you are coming to save us.”
 
   “I’m the second one to try to come save you,” Alec corrected her.   “Charls was already on his way to the palace to set you free when I awoke.”
 
   Carla looked at Charls with gratitude in her eyes.  “And I didn’t fare so well, did I?  But what do you plan to do next?” he asked Alec.
 
   Alec looked at the circle of guardsmen who stood just beyond the air curtain.  He strengthened his Air energy, causing the airflows to expand outward, pressing the hostile guards away, tumbling them and knocking them about, some rising a few feet off the ground before landing further away from Alec’s small contingent.  “I plan to go talk to the pretender,” Alec announced.  “Why don’t you come with me?”
 
   He began to stalk towards the front of the room, Carla and Charls walking a step behind him, his circle of protective winds staying centered on him, traveling around him and blowing people out of his way as he moved forward.
 
   One man stood in front of the man who sat in the richly upholstered chair that ruled over the room.  “Are you an Ajax?” Alec asked the man when they were only yards apart.
 
   “I am.  And I am prepared to die doing my duty,” the Ajax replied.  He was a man in his mid-twenties, Alec judged, with hair cut short, and clear blue eyes.  There were swords held in both his hands.
 
   “You don’t need to die, and you shouldn’t expect to die for a dishonorable duty,” Alec replied.  “I’ve known and fought many Ajacii in my lifetime, and I’ve been to Valer,” Alec saw the man’s eyes widen at the name of the hidden village of the Ajacii.  “Your race has honor, and should not support a craven pretender to a title,” Alec urged.
 
   “Don’t listen to him!” the man behind the Ajax screamed.  “I’ve paid good money to you people, and you’re the only one of the six of you to still be alive.  One of you needs to live up to the price I’ve paid for such mediocre service!”
 
   Alec looked at the pretender, as the Ajax turned to face him.  The man had a slack-jawed appearance and a pop-eyed, wild-eyed stare that inspired no trust.  
 
   “You should not insult those who are better than you,” the Ajax said softly to the pretend duke.  “My companions and I regretted the agreement our elders reached that put us in service to such a despicable man as you, but we have fought for you and died for you nonetheless.”
 
   Alec manipulated his air curtain to engulf the Ajax, freezing him into place.  His Air abilities were straining at the limit of his capacity, and Alec knew he had to do something quickly.  He stepped through an opening in the air currents and raised his own sword.  “Your body will be sent back to the emperor as a sign that he is not to meddle with the people of Valeriane.  Whatever battles or campaigns he chooses to pursue, he may not impose their costs on my people without receiving my permission,” Alec told the petrified pretender, and then he stabbed the man with a merciful thrust of his blade that quickly ended his life.
 
   “You all must make a decision,” Alec told the crowd.  He motioned Charls and Carla up to join him atop the dais, then released his hold on the Air energy, allowing the forceful breezes to cease.  He watched carefully, his Warrior energies now engaged, purposefully waiting to see if the Ajax, or anyone else, would attempt to attack.
 
   “I am Alec, the rightful Duke of Valeriane, the Demonslayer.  I ask you all,” he spoke loudly as his eyes locked with those of the Ajax, “I ask you all to decide if you wish to be part of a palace and a city that will treat all our citizens with respect.  If so, I ask you for your loyalty.
 
   “But if you believe your loyalty remains with the pretender whose body lies behind me, you should leave the city immediately, and take his body with you.  Go back to Vincennes, and tell the emperor that though Valeriane is loyal to the empire, it is not loyal to his foolishness,” Alec told the crowd.
 
   “And you,” he looked back at the Ajax.  “What is your name?”
 
   “I am Illian,” the man replied.
 
   “Illian, I would ask you to return to your home.  Tell them what has happened here; one of your comrades has already agreed to the same terms.  Tell them that once the affairs of the city are peacefully settled, I will return to your village and speak with your elders, to discuss the relationship between our communities,” he spoke with as much sincerity as he could communicate in his words, hoping that the Ajax would accept his offer.
 
   Duke Alec,” Illian replied, pleasing Alec by the use of the title, “I will do as you suggest.”
 
   “As for the rest of you, if you chose to follow me, kneel now.  If you chose to leave now, go from the palace and the city, and do no harm on the way,” Alec told them.  “Crodon!” he shouted loudly, the doors to the room immediately flew open, and the great majority of the men inside the room began to go down on one knee.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8 – Visit With the Ajacii
 
    
 
   Two weeks later, Alec felt firmly in control of the city once again.  Those who refused to submit to his rule were few in number, and were predominantly the courtiers who had accompanied the pretender when he had arrived from Vincennes; they had all left the city in a hurry.  There were only a handful of opportunistic toadies who were of Valeriane origins, and loyal to the pretender, and they chose to leave the city under protection; the number of disaffected supporters of the pretend duke’s temporary order who remained in the city were so few that they could not even mount enough energy to attempt a countercoup, and so Alec was installed back in his office in an official ceremony at the farmers market.
 
   Charls relied on Carla to serve as his assistant in the resumption of his duties as steward, and she aided him with tremendous energy and devotion.  She had a wide acquaintance among the shopkeepers and artisans of the city, people she had seen at the market all her life.  Her knowledge of tradespeople and their abilities helped Charls begin the immediate restoration of the palace after its misuse by the usurper’s followers.
 
   Comfortable with the way Charls fell back into the habits of running the duchy, Alec undertook his journey to Valer, climbing down the long, steep mountain valley trail he remembered so vividly from his journeys undertaken decades ago.  He’d gone to the village of the Ajacii as an enemy in those distant years, an era beyond the memory of any living person but him.
 
   He was cautiously welcomed to the village by the ruling elders, who had been amply forewarned of his arrival.  His conversation with the leaders of the Ajacii surprised them; he discussed his expectation that the emperor of the Avonellene Empire would send a force to attack Valeriane and bring it back into compliance with his rule.  Then Alec offered the true surprise – he asked the Ajacii to provide significant forces to help protect Valeriane.
 
   “I know that it was my return to the city that has recently forced your men to leave the city, but my battle was truly against the pretender duke, as you know, not against the Ajacii.  I would welcome your participation in the defense of my city,” he explained, and over the course of two days of discussion, he received the support of the council of Valer.
 
   As part of his bargain with the council, Alec spent three days on his return trip to Valeriane remaking the path that climbed the valley cliffs, widening the way and easing the angle of ascent in crucial areas, so that horses might more easily be led along the route.  He also caused protective walls to rise on the outside of some parts of the pathway, around the turns and corners, and also carved a series of shallow shelter caves that travelers might use as protection when inclement weather swept up the valley. 
 
   When Alec returned to Valeriane, he noticed that Charls and Carla seemed to linger in one another’s company, and maintain eye contact with one another longer than seemed necessary to him, especially since they seemed to carry out so many of Charls’s duties jointly.  Alec reflected on Charls, a man who had shown no desire for relationships when Alec had spent time in Valeriane in the past with his steward; the man had always been focused strictly on the business of the city.  The man was old enough to be the father of the impetuous young woman who now worked by his side, but that seemed of no importance to either of them, as they carefully adhered to their manners and propriety in their dealings with each other, while also clearly trying to maximize the time they spent with each other.
 
   After due consideration, Alec shamelessly let his Spiritual energies give him insight into the feelings each felt, and found that they were truly smitten with one another.  It was the type of court intrigue Caitlen had thoroughly enjoyed hounding him to investigate in her court, and over her life she had fixed up many couples at court based on the intelligence she had forced Alec to provide.  His discovery in this case led him to consider how he could help the budding romance come to fruition, and he concluded that he would have to do the one thing he least enjoyed – he would hold a ball.
 
   “We need to let the city celebrate the removal of the pretender,” Alec told Charls and Carla over lunch shortly after his return from Valer.  “I’d like for you to arrange to hold a festival during the day and a ball during the evening,” he had said.  “We’ll hold the ball in the large ballroom and in the garden, since the weather is still suitable.”  Fall had shown signs of its arrival, but the evenings were still relatively warm.
 
   Carla’s eyes were shining at the mention of the ball.  “I won’t have a lady to escort of course,” Alec added.  “So I’ll expect the two of you to lead the first dance and help set the example for our guests,” he said carelessly, and observed the wordless exchange of glances between them.  “Please extend the invitation to include the local gentry in the countryside,” he directed.  “I want to include as many people as possible in our community, and make them all feel a part of Valeriane’s future.”
 
   Alec later had the opportunity to speak to Carla privately in a hallway.  “I think that as the leading lady of the ball you need to have an appropriate gown,” he told her.  “Go to the head of housekeeping and ask her to select a seamstress to design a garment for you,” he instructed, and then he left nothing to chance as he spoke to the head of the housekeepers himself and asked that Carla be given the best gown possible for the occasion.
 
   As it turned out, Alec’s desire for the ball to help openly kindle the romance between his steward and his protégé succeeded, but that success was not the only item of note for the Duke of Valeriane on the evening of the dance.  Carla’s stunning gown, which left her shoulders bare and her long neck elegantly emphasized, brought out an appearance of mature beauty in the girl that neither Alec not Charls had seen before; it swept away the last reservations Charls had about romancing the girl who was so much younger than he was, just as Alec hoped, and the Duke delighted in seeing the two dance so many dances together, cheek to cheek, speaking and moving with one another even when the music had ended, oblivious to everything except each other.
 
   In the middle of the ball, after the receiving line had ended and as Alec had already taken the ducal seat from which he could watch over the celebration in the ballroom, a messenger came with a brief communication.  “There is a large contingent of people who are at the gate of the palace.  They say they are from Valer, and have come to the city in response to your request, my lord,” the messenger told Alec, whispering in his Duke’s ear while watching the two lines of dancers, men and women, facing each other on the floor in front of him as the music of the orchestra dictated the pace of their movements.
 
   “Invite them to join us here at the ball, and have them announced when they enter the room,” Alec told the man who had carried the information to him.  “And ask the housekeeper to find lodging for them in the palace tonight if possible,” he added, then sat upright again and let the man leave to carry out his orders.
 
   How many men was he about to receive, Alec wondered.  A large contingent had been the phrase used by the messenger – would it be seven, eight, ten?  With such a number of Ajacii, Alec estimated that he could create a defense in the valleys along the road between Valeriane and Vincennes that would destroy an invading army, especially one that wasn’t led by men who understood warfare and battles.  Alec was willing to place his experience of multiple campaigns against the technical knowledge of the leaders of the Avonellene military, an army that had fought no significant wars in decades.
 
   As the music finished, there was a smattering of polite applause, and then the herald began his announcement.  “By invitation of his lordship, Alec the Demonslayer, Duke of Valeriane, we receive the warriors of Valer,” and a pair appeared in the doorway, emerging from the shadowed hall behind.
 
   There were a man and a woman, each dressed in black, thoroughly and completely, wearing matching black capes that flared dramatically as they stepped forward suddenly into the hallway and began to walk straight towards Alec’s seat, located on the far side of the dance floor.  Behind them, another couple, again a man and a woman, dressed just like the first couple, arrived to stride along the path of their leaders, who were relentless in the arrow-straight lane they followed, causing those who still stood upon the floor to belatedly recognize the need to scramble aside.
 
   A third couple, and then a fourth and a fifth and more came with mechanical precision at evenly timed intervals, so that by the moment the first couple arrived in front of Alec, the last couple, the fifteenth, entered the hallway, and the crowd was silent, quieter than a church mouse, at the extraordinary spectacle they were watching.
 
   The parade of black-clad warriors, each wearing a sword and a pair of knives in their belt, came to a halt in a semicircular formation in front of Alec.  Discreetly, Alec waved away the small bodyguard contingent that he maintained in the palace.
 
   “We are the Select of Valer, the warriors who have volunteered to serve the Demonslayer,” the first woman Ajax who had entered the room spoke for her cohort.  She was distinguished from the others by a head of tightly-drawn silver hair, hair that was a color at variance with her smooth skin, yet as he examined her face closely, Alec thought he detected a wisdom and experience in her eyes that spoke of long years of life.
 
   Alec stood, and decided that drama was prudent.  His centuries of living in the ruling classes of the Michian and Avonellene empires had taught him much about the valuable statecraft of ceremony.  Using his Light energy, Alec made the vast room dim, then he brightened the immediate vicinity that he and the Ajacii occupied.
 
   “Impressive,” the silver-haired leader of the Select said quietly.
 
   “I am the Demonslayer,” Alec stepped down to the level of the floor and approached the woman, whose confidence was palpable.
 
   “I am Availlie,” the woman said.  She went to one knee, and the gathering of black clad warriors together went down.  “My grandfather was Availlen, a companion of yours when you fought Hellmann.  For me, raised on his stories, your title of Demonslayer is impressive, but your defeat of Hellmann makes you the savior of our world.  Because of all my grandfather told me over the years, I demanded to be the leader of the Select.”
 
   Other than Bauer and Caitlen, the human race had never known about the battle Alec had fought in the mountains with Hellmann, a demigod-like entity that had emerged from a subterranean prison intent on world domination.  Alec had worked with the representatives of the small communities of supernatural races who lived in the mountains to battle Hellmann.  His use of their power, integrated with his own ingenaire energies, had enabled Alec to win the battle, and sentenced Hellmann to interment again.
 
   The other races, the non-humans in a sense – the Ajacii, the Lokasenna, and the Sleagh Maith – had known about Alec’s victory, and they had the historical knowledge of Hellmann’s lust for tyranny to understand the ascendant achievement Alec had scored.
 
   “We are here to serve you in any way, to pay the debt we owe you,” Availlie proclaimed.
 
   Alec stood silently for a moment, touched by the honor the Ajacii were giving him.  He released his Light ingenaire energies, and clasped his Healer energies.  He held his hand out to Availlie, urging her to stand, and as she reached out to accept his gesture of assistance, he allowed a surge of his Healer energy to enter her body, reaching to every strained muscle, every scratch and blemish, taking away weariness and aches.  Her eyes began to roll back into her head as her body was overwhelmed with the comfort that Alec blanketed her with, and the firm grasp of his hand helped prevent her from toppling backwards for a moment, until he ended the transfer of energy.
 
   Availlie’s head lolled for a moment longer, then her eyes, an icy, pale blue color, focused on Alec’s face, and she gave her head a slight shake.  “When I was a very young girl, my grandfather told us the stories about you, and he told me that when you fought Hellmann, grandfather did not share his powers with you.  He was too proud to give up control of his abilities; he wanted to have total control of them himself, which is something he greatly regretted the rest of his life, after he saw that you won without him, but could have perhaps won more easily if his powers as an Ajax had been shared.
 
   “If what you’ve done is a form of sharing power, I pity that he did not receive the extraordinary pleasure I just received,” she gave a strong smile to Alec.
 
   “There are differences in the types of powers that are shared,” Alec answered.  “You received something different from what your grandfather and I would have experienced in battle.  Don’t judge him harshly; I might not have been eager to share had I been in his shoes at that time, after all that had happened between us before that.
 
   “Come, I welcome you all,” Alec began to walk among the mass of Ajacii, offering his hand to help the others to their feet as well, treating each one with a portion of his healing power, then reversing his field to return to the dais, where he stood elevated above the crowd.  He stretched out his hand to Availlie, motioning for her to step up and join him.
 
   “These are our allies, who have come to Valeriane at my request to help us ward off any invasion or attack that Vincennes might be foolish enough to attempt against us.  Welcome them to our festivity and to our city!” he shouted out to the crowd, and he clasped Availlie’s hand in his as he held it high over his head.
 
   The band leader gave his orchestra a cue, and they broke into a festive celebratory tune, causing people to pair up for dancing, and Alec was pleased to observe several of the local gentry approach the Ajacii, asking them for dances.  Alec turned to Availlie as they lowered their hands.  “My lady, may I have this dance?”
 
   “I’m not a creature of such practices,” she demurely declined.  “Your feet would suffer from such close proximity to mine, my lord, and we don’t want to begin our relationship with such an inauspicious injury being done to you by someone who’s supposed to be here to protect you!”
 
   “Join me then for a taste of some of the dishes we have prepared,” Alec dropped the offer to dance, and he led the way to a buffet, where they each filled plates of food, then departed the ballroom for a small chamber where they sat in private.
 
   “What do you know of the emperor in Vincennes?” Alec asked as they took their seats.
 
   “We understand that he has imprisoned his younger brother to prevent the prince from becoming an alternate contender for his throne,” Availlie answered.
 
   “What is the younger brother like?” Alec asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Availlie answered.  “We only know he’s not his brother.  He may be just as profligate, just as reckless, or even more so.
 
   “There can be no doubt that the emperor will seek revenge for your dismissal of his toady.  That’s why we were so easily persuaded to join you here.  We know you’re going to have a war on your hands.”
 
   “We don’t want to fight the battle close to the city,” Alec stated.  “There are a couple of locations in the passes where we can fight a winning battle against any army larger than us, now that we have you here with us.”
 
   “It wouldn’t seem that you would even need any Ajacii, from all that I’ve heard about your own abilities,” Availlie countered. 
 
   “I need a great deal of help.  Already since I’ve returned to Valeriane I’ve needed help to recover from injuries.  And with the right help from your fighters, we may be able to fight a war that will require very little bloodshed,” Alec thought out loud.  “In a day or two we can take some forces to begin to prepare our ambush, and then perhaps a handful of us could go to Vincennes and find this imprisoned prince, to judge whether he would make a better ruler.”
 
   “What?  Skulking and deception to avoid the joys of death and mayhem?” Availlie’s words of protest were belied by the sparkle in her eyes.  “We Ajacii were promised a bloody war!”
 
   “I don’t think your heart is in your words,” Alec grinned, and together they planned how to approach the inevitable conflict they expected with the ruler of the Avonellene Empire.
 
   A few days later, Alec led a column of warriors out of Valeriane into a cool autumn morning, headed down the road towards Vincennes.  The scouts they had sent out had reported a large encampment located outside Vincennes, so Alec had set his own plans into motion.  A half dozen of the Ajacii had left the day before, advancing along the road corridor to eliminate any scouts that the emperor’s army might have out front.  Alec counted on the invading army walking blindly into the ambush he wanted his army in position to carry out, in order to maximize the victory that Valeriane would enjoy.
 
                 By the middle of the second morning on the road, Alec had his forces begin to move into position atop bluffs that looked down from either side of the road.  He stopped to talk with Martan, the commander of the Valeriane forces, placing the man in charge of all the armsmen, and assuring Martan that he would communicate with the Ajacii.  Then Alec, Availlie, and Arden, a third Ajax, walked forward and began their journey towards Vincennes.  They walked along the road throughout the day, and in late afternoon passed through the Vincennes army camp, a large force of men and cavalry, and a number of siege engines dismantled and waiting in wagons for their journey towards Valeriane.
 
   “A formidable force,” Arden commented as they passed the wagons.  “Your emperor does not take your challenge lightly.”
 
   “Yet he’s taking the wrong steps to secure his right to rule,” Alec answered the young man.  Arden was an energetic warrior, eager for action.  “If he were acting as a wise ruler, he wouldn’t have any challenge to his authority from me, because I wouldn’t interfere with a ruler who treated his people with respect,” a reply that left Arden silently pondering and Availlie nodding her head.
 
                 Alec had not returned to Vincennes since Caitlen’s funeral, thirty years earlier, and the sights along the road began to bring back strong feelings of fond moments he had enjoyed with the princess who had become his wife, the empress.
 
                 “What troubles you, my lord?” Availlie asked as they entered the city gates, past heavy formations of guards.  The people in the streets looked poorer and more downtrodden to Alec than he had remembered the city’s residents looking during Caitlen’s reign.
 
                 “Tight security at the gates,” Alec observed as he pointed back behind them.
 
                 “Your plan will allow us to get past that though,” she pointed out.
 
                 “Oh, I agree, we’ll get past the guards, one way or another.  But a city shouldn’t have so many armsmen needed to control the traffic at the gates, unless it’s at war.  And Vincennes shouldn’t feel it’s at war with Valeriane at this point.”
 
                 They entered the city as sundown began, and didn’t reach the vicinity of the palace until long after dark.   “It’s a huge city, my lord,” Arden observed.  “How do they feed all these people?”
 
                 “The merchants bring in food on ships and wagons that come from all over the empire,” Alec replied, then pointed towards a nice hotel on the edge of the square they had entered.  “We’ll try to stay there.  We’re only two minutes away from the palace.  Let’s see what rooms are available.”
 
                 The innkeeper greeted them politely, and accepted Alec’s silver coins to secure three rooms for the night.  “You look familiar, my lord,” the innkeeper commented as he studied Alec’s face.
 
                 “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in Vincennes,” Alec evaded.
 
                 “My memory goes back a long way,” the innkeeper answered with a smile, tapping a finger against the gray hair at his temple.
 
                 “We’ll head to the dining room for dinner.  Would you like a bath brought to your room?” Alec turned to Availlie, seeking to change the topic.
 
                 Her eyebrows rose in surprise.  “If my lord feels I need to bathe, then I’ll do so,” she said with the same knowing smile she always shared with Alec, a smile that Alec found both friendly and enigmatic.
 
                 “I didn’t mean to imply anything,” Alec answered.  “I just know that many ladies of quality appreciate the opportunity to freshen up,” he explained.
 
                 “Your lord knows women well,” the innkeeper said in a loud aside to Arden.
 
                 “We’ll go wait in the dining room and relax,” Alec told Availlie.  “You come down when you’re ready.”
 
                 He didn’t really expect that Availlie would find the bath as relaxing as Caitlen, or Jeswyne, or even Bethany would have.  All had been ladies of the court, whereas Availlie was a warrior, a woman who Alec sensed seldom displayed her soft side.  “Come along Arden,” he directed his young follower, and they left the front desk as the innkeeper gave directions for the tub and buckets of hot water to be delivered to the lady’s room.  Alec looked back over his shoulder and saw Availlie looking at him from the bottom of the stairs, with another of the indecipherable expressions that so characterized her.
 
                 “You’ve never been in Vincennes before?” Alec asked Arden as they sat at a table.
 
                 “No, never,” Arden replied, as he ordered a pint of ale.  “Valeriane’s the biggest city I’d ever been in.  I’ve mostly stayed in Valer, or gone hunting in the mountains.”
 
                 He drank his ale hurriedly as soon as it was delivered, while Alec sipped redberry juice, and promptly ordered a second ale.
 
                 “Tomorrow, we’ll sneak into the palace, and go down to the prison cells in the basement.  I don’t suspect that they’re keeping a captive prince in a dungeon cell, but we need to make sure.  We can question the guards and find out where the prince is being held, then go find him,” Alec explained a few minutes later.
 
                 “You know the palace well enough to find your way around?” Arden asked owlishly, sloppily slamming his mug down on the table as he finished the third pint as quickly as the first two.
 
                 Alec looked at the boy and shook his head, knowing that the boy was learning a lesson the hard way.  He stopped talking, and watched as Arden slumped forward, and folded his arms on the table in front of him as his eyes closed.
 
                 “Come on, let’s get you up to your room,” Alec said, sliding an arm around Arden’s shoulders and raising him out of his seat; he regretted that he hadn’t said something to stop the boy.  He guided the young Ajax to the front desk and got the key to his room, then took him upstairs and put him in bed, lending a touch of healing energy so that the boy would not waken with too terrible a headache.
 
                 As he left the room, the door across the hall opened, and Availlie stepped out.  She’d managed to shed her military appearance to a degree that astounded Alec.  Her hair was unbound for the first time since he’d met her, and sprung out from her scalp.  She wore no sword or knives, nor even a jacket over her blouse.
 
                 “I have to tell you, that bath was amazingly relaxing,” Availlie spoke.  She reached over and gently took Alec’s arm.  “Since you’ve made the innkeeper believe I’m something that I’m not – a lady, the type of woman who would certainly carry no weapons! – you’ll have to continue the charade and escort me to the table.”
 
                 Alec grinned at the Ajax maiden.  “A lady is certainly capable of wielding weapons, and I suspect that there’s no charade involved in your case.  You strike me as a noble person, whether you have the title of nobility or not.”
 
   They walked downstairs and into the dining room, taking their seats at the table.  Availlie raised her eyebrows.  “Where is our young companion?”
 
   “He is indisposed this evening, and went to bed early,” Alec said without offering any clue about the self-imposed nature of the indisposition Arden suffered.
 
   Availlie ordered white wine, while Alec continued with his redberry, and they dined on savory dishes cooked in the Vincennes way, with heavy use of seasonings and herbs.
 
   “You know the palace well,” Availlie stated.  “What will be the most elegant part we pass through?”
 
   Alec looked at her, thankful that she had broached a simple subject, one that would allow him to talk with confidecet in his facts.  He was feeling tongue-tied in a way he hadn’t felt in centuries, not since he was a young boy, as he looked at the beauty Availlie was displaying.
 
   “We’ll not see many of the best features of the palace if we find the prince in the dungeons,” Alec replied. 
 
   “The stories in Valer say that you were married to the empress a century ago, and were ancient when you married her.  You look younger than I do.  What is the truth?  Is it the Sleagh Maith blood that you carry?”  she asked.
 
   “I have lived many lifetimes of men,” Alec agreed, not wanting to say that he believed he was over four hundred years old, not while talking to this woman tonight.  He’d not felt any interest in a woman since Caitlen’s death.  “My body does heal itself, as the Sleagh Maith do,” he agreed.
 
   “Would you like a sip of my wine?  It’s very good.  It goes well with the fish,” Availlie held her flagon towards Alec, so that the impression of her lips upon the glass rim was poised closest to him, and gently caressed his lips as she slid the vessel to his mouth and tilted a refreshing stream between his lips.
 
   “Let me order a glass for you to enjoy on your own,” she motioned for the waiter, and held her glass up for him to see the need.  “So you do not dispute that you look younger than I do?” she gave Alec an arch smile.
 
   “I would say that your beauty is timeless,” Alec tried to find a gallant answer, knowing that he had fallen into a trap.  He recollected an experience with Caitlen, when he had changed her hair color to make her look more mature, then heard her complain that people thought she was older than him.  Alec reached over to place his hand on Availlie’s forearm, letting a particular stream of his healing energy remove the delicate wrinkles from her face, as well as darken her hair, unbeknownst to her, restoring the color of her youth, which he discovered to be a rich chestnut.
 
   “Let’s ask the waiter who looks older,” he suggested, and motioned the man over again.
 
   The waiter did a double-take at the sudden appearance of the dark-haired lady who sat where the silver-haired woman had sat before.
 
   “Tell us, who looks older,” Alec asked the man.  “And be honest.  There will be no hard feelings.”
 
   “Clearly my lord, this young woman is not as old as you, not that you look more than hale and in your prime,” the waiter said.  Alec flipped a coin to the man.  “Well stated.  You’re a natural diplomat, I can tell.”
 
   “He’s a clever man, there’s no doubt,” Availlie agreed, “though truth isn’t necessarily a part of any man’s composition.”
 
   The waiter bowed and departed.  “Such a cynic!” Alec stated as he sipped the wine the waiter had brought for him.   “What experience have you lived through to give you such a sour taste for men?”
 
   “Only life,” Availlie answered, holding her own glass in front of her mouth, showing no evidence of her feelings.
 
   Her right hand left the glass to swat at something that distracted her from the corner of her eye, and her fingers drifted through the air, then drifted back.  She swatted again, her fingers again stirring through empty air, then returning.  A third time she sought to dismiss the dark movement in the corner of her eye, and her fingers came to pinch a strand of her newly darkened hair, pulling it forward into her field of vision.
 
   Her left hand continued to hold the wine glass in the air in front of her face, slowly drifting downward as she focused all her attention on the long tress of brown hair that her fingers caressed above her shoulder.  After several long seconds, the left hand brought the wine glass back to her mouth as she continued to stare at the hair, and she unknowingly gulped down the contents of the glass.
 
   “How did that happen?  How did this happen?  Did you do this?” she asked, without looking at Alec.
 
   “When I was younger, when my hair was still dark, I had suitors.  I had many suitors.  I was considered something of a catch.  I was sure that I was better than all of them, and sometimes I proved it on the practice mats,” she seemed to be speaking to herself.
 
   “Then my hair started to change, and it happened quite rapidly – just a couple of months was all it took.  And when I woke up in the morning and looked at my silver hair I didn’t feel any different; I was still the very same person.  I liked the same flowers and ate the same cake for dessert, and I treated everyone else just the same,” she let the hair drop, and turned to look at Alec again.
 
   “But the men who had followed me no longer came to see me.  Not the same men.  Not the men I secretly wanted to come see me.  Instead they stayed acquaintances, when we happened to see each other, and other men started coming more often, men who I thought I was too good for.
 
   “And after a while, as I refused them and waited for the right men to approach me, it came to happen that no men came any more.  So then, left without a mate, all my time and all my attention was focused on being the captain of the Select.”
 
   Alec listened to the wistfulness in her voice, and he reached out with his Spiritual energy to feel the loneliness in her soul, and the embarrassment she felt in revealing herself to him.
 
   I think we are all lonely sometimes, and as you suspect, it is only because we lock ourselves away from the companions that await us in this world, he spoke from his soul to hers, without touching her, sharing his sympathy.  The wine, he realized, had made him less inhibited about expressing himself to her, and had led him to reveal the Spiritual ability to communicate under circumstances in which he ordinarily wouldn’t do so.
 
   “It truly was you, wasn’t it?” Availlie asked out loud.  “You are the one who had all the talents needed to defeat Hellmann, I forgot.  You can change my hair, my very body, you can place yourself inside my mind.  I’m just a puppet for you to play with, aren’t I?”
 
   “I apologize for entering your mind,” Alec spoke.  “You are the farthest thing from a puppet; on the contrary, you are one of the most interesting people I’ve met in a long, long time.”
 
   They each picked at the food in front of them as the waiter came back to their table and poured more wine in their empty glasses.
 
   “It is just as you said a minute ago.  You are still the same person you were before, regardless of the color of your hair.  You are a lonely but very self-sufficient person.  All those men who stopped following you because your hair color changed – the greater loss was theirs for not having you as a part of their lives.
 
   “I’ll be happy to change your hair color back if you like,” he said, and raised his hand to touch her, to make the switch.  “It looks nice with the way you’ve loosened it, instead of keeping it bound so tightly.”
 
   “Not so fast,” Availlie said, with a smile, a warmer smile than Alec had seen before.  For the first time her smile had laughter in it, in this case, laughter at herself.  “There’s no reason to be hasty.  I’m certainly comfortable with my natural hair, but we don’t need to rush the change back.
 
   “Tell me about yourself, Alec,” she said, and he noted that she called him Alec for the first time.  “I’ve told you about myself, more than I expected to.”
 
   “You’ve had more to tell than I have in the past several years,” Alec answered.  “I’ve lived quietly at Ridgeclimb and tried to make the caravan road a better place for the people who use it.”
 
   “You are the master of Ridgeclimb?  That makes perfect sense,” Availlie said.  “We wondered about the emergence of an island of peace in the middle of the mountains.  We’ve heard about it in recent years, but never thought about who made it happen so improbably.
 
   “That tells me the what; won’t you tell me the why?  Why did you send yourself off into exile to build a new home in the mountains?” she asked.
 
   “It wasn’t going to be fair to the emperor,” Alec stood and laid coins on the table, their meal finished.  “Come, let’s go for a walk,” he said.
 
   “I was always going to be the alternative to the emperor, any emperor, as long as I staying within the bounds of the Avonellene Empire.  Those who were dissatisfied would come to me, and the emperor had to look over his shoulder.  I didn’t think it was fair, so I left the empire, and went someplace where I could start a new life, and create something good.”
 
   “Would we have to be here now, if you had stayed in Valeriane?” Availlie asked.  “Would this emperor have started his foolish wars, or been as profligate, or tried to usurp the rights of Valeriane, if you had stayed?  Perhaps having a Godkiller looking over one’s shoulder is better.”
 
   “I’m not a Godkiller,” Alec protested.  “Hellmann wasn’t a God, only a very powerful mortal.”
 
   “For you it may look that way, but for the rest of us, all the powers he has make him the same as a God.  And besides, that’s just a quibble.  Shouldn’t there be someone to look over the shoulder of the powerful?” Availlie argued.
 
   “Well, there is God.  I always feel that my God looks upon my world and observes what I do,” Alec responded.
 
   Availlie digested the answer, and Alec sensed that she wanted to argue, but refrained from giving a rebuttal that reflected what she truly felt.  “Not everyone is apparently as scrupulous as you are about pleasing their god, or else they have gods that are much less ethical than yours.”
 
   Alec thought about the temples in Michian, where the gods had been a conduit to demons and unthinkable carnage.
 
   “So it comes back to having someone like you, so perfect,” Availlie spoke.
 
   “Not I, my lady.  I’m hardly perfect.  I’ve made so many mistakes in my life that there isn’t enough time tonight to begin to tell them all.  I tried to use two powers at the same time a long time ago, back when all the ingenairii were taught that only one power could be used, back before I knew how to do it properly; I was cavalier about the rule, forgetting it and paying little heed because I was so sure of my superiority.  It crippled me badly, to the point that not only couldn’t I use my powers at all, but I almost couldn’t function in life at all,” Alec recounted.
 
   “And how did you recover?” his companion asked as they strolled along the nearly empty street.
 
   “My God healed me.  I went to a holy place, a place hidden in the middle of the desert, and a saint, a messenger from God, came and healed me.  He even gave me direction so that I had a task to fulfill,” Alec recounted.
 
   “And you’ve never made another mistake since then,” Availlie spoke, and Alec sensed that her gently sardonic sense of humor had returned, as she had regained her self-confidence and accepted the change in her hair color. 
 
   “No, there have been many mistakes,” he answered slightly annoyed by the mocking comment.  “I tried to raise the dead.  I did raise the dead, and then I tried to bring her back to life in the new body I created for her,” he answered grimly.  “God did not tolerate that,” he paused, “error in judgment… more than error – mortal sin.  I wasn’t punished, but I had my memories removed and was sent to Avonellene to essentially start life all over again.”
 
   His harsh comment had its desired effect, causing Availlie’s face to grow pale, and she said no more.  He regretted his comment.  “You must be feeling cold, Availlie,” he said, noting the chill in the air and the thin material in the dress she wore.  He reached over and used his Healing energy to suffuse her body with warmth.   “Let’s return to the inn and call it a night,” he suggested, taking her arm to turn them around, and they strolled in silence back to their residence.
 
   They stopped at the top of the stairs.
 
   “My lord,” Availlie braced herself to say something, Alec could tell.  “Would you like to come to my chambers for the evening?”
 
   She had made herself vulnerable, risked asking him to join her, and Alec felt great sadness in his heart.  He stepped up to her, and re-engaged his Spiritual energy, then placed his arms around her.  I am tempted by you more than by any woman I’ve known in many, many years.  You are beautiful and strong and intelligent, with a good and thoughtful soul.  But you are not asking because you love me, or even out of lust.  You are too determined to think of me only as a hero, Availlie.
 
   Not tonight, but maybe someday, if we both have hearts that are ready, he transmitted his thoughts, along with a feeling of affection and confident hope.
 
   “I need to go check on young Arden, to make sure he will be able to wake up in a useful state for us tomorrow,” Alec said aloud.  “I’ll see you at the breakfast table, and then we’ll go visit the palace.”  He removed his arms from around her, and left her to go into Arden’s room.  When he finished giving the boy a trace of healing energy and came back out into the hallway, she was gone.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9 – The Palace at Vincennes
 
    
 
   The next morning Alec was the first of the three to take a seat at a table in the inn’s meal room, where he waited until Arden and Availlie came down the stairs together.  He resolved to not use his Spiritual powers to examine Availlie; he wanted to know if he had settled her spirit peacefully the evening before, but he had over the long years of his life come to look upon the uninvited use of Spiritual energies as intrusive, except when Caitlen had pressed him, or when he had so wanted to play matchmaker for Charls and Carla.  The fact that Availlie had caused him to resort twice to its use was an indication of the impact she was having upon him.
 
   “How are you each this morning?” he asked as they arrived at the table.  With Arden, he had no real need to ask, and had no need to call upon his Spirit powers to judge the young man’s condition; his eyes alone, in addition to his Healer powers, told him that Arden needed a touch of help, and Alec obliged him by reaching and placing his hand over the boy’s, letting his healing ability remove the hangover that weighed on the Ajax.
 
   “Must you be so kind so early?” Availlie asked, and in her tone and expression Alec detected that she held no ill will towards him.  “The boy needs to learn some lessons on his own, such as the consequences of drinking too much ale.”
 
   “He’s learned,” Alec answered, and Arden nodded his head.  “He may learn again, but the lesson has begun.  We need him to be alert and aware today; we’re going to go to the palace, and there’s no reason to leave any of his ability behind.”
 
   As they ate, Alec outlined his plan.  “I will cloak us in invisibility, so that we may enter the palace grounds.  Once we’re inside, we will stroll about; the palace is so large that three strangers don’t need to be invisible to be able to walk unmolested.
 
   “We’ll find out where the prince is being held, and we’ll go set him free, as bloodlessly as possible,” he looked at Arden to emphasize that part of the goal.  “If we judge that he can be relied on to rightly rule the empire, we will place him on the throne, and remove the present emperor.”
 
   “Ah, so simple - a quick coup against an empire in the morning.  What shall we do this afternoon?” Availlie asked brightly.
 
   “What did you do to your hair?” Arden asked Availlie, who he had studied intently during their conversation.
 
   “What do you mean?” Availlie asked innocently.
 
   “You know,” Arden motioned towards her head.
 
   “Oh, you mean because I’ve not braided it tightly?” she continued to torment the younger Ajax, wanting to make him speak of her hair color aloud.
 
   “It’s not, you know,” Arden took a breath, “it’s not gray.”
 
   “It’s the color I was born with,” Availlie answered, then laughed at the look of defeat on Arden’s face.  “His lordship played a prank upon me last night, but as it turns out, I’d like to keep it this way,” she glanced at Alec out of the corner of her eye, and he gave a slight nod of his head.
 
   Availlie smiled.
 
   “If the two of you are ready, let’s go visit the palace,” Alec suggested, and they walked out of the inn and to the palace, where Alec easily slipped them through a gate and into the grounds of the palace, the place he had spent decades of his life.  As soon as he stepped through the gates he felt a memory tug at his heart, and he knew he had to make a minor change in the plan.
 
   “I want to go someplace else in the palace before we find the prince,” Alec said.  Visible, he led them through the grounds of the estate, then into a building, and into a garden within.  “If you’ll wait here, I want to go visit someone briefly.  I’ll be back soon,” he assured them.
 
   “Who are you going to see?  Will they help us, or give us away?” Availlie asked.
 
   “She’ll neither help nor harm us,” Alec said quietly.  He motioned towards a bench in an alcove, and then left them.
 
   Ahead was the palace for visiting dignitaries, the building where Alec had first seen Caitlen a century before, when she had been held captive by the abortive coup attempt of the Conglomerate, aided and abetted by the misguided Ajacii of that day.  In a small, flower-covered, enclosed, garden-within-the-garden, set next to the visitor’s palace, Alec entered the gate, then knelt on the marble step before him, and looked up at the tomb of his wife, the empress who had held a longer reign that any other monarch in the history of the empire.  He bowed his head, and thought of the wonderful times he had experienced with Caitlen.
 
   “You certainly made me work at first, didn’t you love?” he whispered softly.  “But you made me fall in love with you.  You made me happy, and I hope you were always happy with me.”
 
   “I talk to her too, but not so intimately,” a soft voice spoke from behind him, and Alec turned to see a young girl leaning upon the gate.  She appeared to be in her late teens, a dark-haired girl with full cheeks, still wearing the body of her youth.
 
   “Does she answer you?” Alec asked the girl as he stood.
 
   “Not so far, but she’s a good listener,” the girl replied.
 
   “What about you?” the girl asked.
 
   “I hear her in my heart,” Alec answered.
 
   “Who are you?  Why are you here?” the girl wanted to know.
 
   “I’ll tell you if you’ll tell me first,” Alec responded.
 
   “Well since you’re older than me, and the visitor, I’ll be the polite one,” she agreed.  “I am the Lady Cathlin, am I’m here because I have nothing else to do.  I’m not allowed to leave the palace grounds, not that I would.”
 
   “Why aren’t you allowed, and why wouldn’t you leave?” Alec asked.
 
   “You need to answer my questions before I answer any more of your,” Cathlin told him forthrightly, her chin raised in determination as she stood for a fair exchange of identities.
 
   “Is your father the prince?  The one who’s held captive?” Alec asked anyway.
 
   “He is,” Cathlin said with a heavy sigh.
 
   “I am the Duke Alec, consort to the Empress Caitlen, and therefore your great-great-great-grandfather,” Alec said.  “I’ve come to visit your father today.  If you’ll lead me there, we can go visit him and see if he’d like to come out of his cell.”
 
   “Perhaps I should be going,” Cathlin said, her face clearly reflecting her disbelief.  “You wait here and I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “Cathlin,” Alec reached out and held her hand, then used his Spiritual energy to project his thoughts to her.  I am truly your ancestor, and your friend.  I came to the palace to meet the captive prince, to learn what he was like, but I first wanted to visit Caitlen again, and talk to her, as you heard.  I mean you no harm, and will do no harm to you, he told her.
 
   “How do you do that?” she asked.  “I must be going mad!”
 
   No, you could do it as well, at least with me, if you tried, Alec responded.  You could tell me your thoughts.  You have to concentrate the feelings and the information this way, he caressed her soul with his gentlest touch, leading her to examine the potential she had.
 
   This is the way to talk between our minds? she asked.
 
   That is the way.  It takes a little practice, but once you know how, you’ll always be able to do it with me, he assured her.
 
   We always heard fairy tales about our magical ancestor, Cathlin replied, and I never believed any of it.  How can this really be?
 
   Come with me, Alec said as he opened the gate and stepped out beside the girl, and we’ll meet a pair of friends, and then we’ll all go see your father.  You can decide what is real and what isn’t.
 
   He reached out and held her hand, so that they walked through the garden together, then took a shortcut through the palace, until Cathlin exclaimed aloud.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Alec asked.
 
   “That man,” she pointed at an officer in a palace uniform, “is coming to take me.  I’m not allowed out in the palace when the emperor is ready to walk about, so that he won’t have to see me.”
 
   “There won’t be any problem,” Alec assured her, as he engaged his Light ingenaire energies.  “Just stay silent as we walk past him,” he ordered, as invisibility enveloped them.
 
   The officer and his accompanying attendants exclaimed as Alec and Cathlin disappeared, and started running towards them, towards the spot where the two had become invisible, as Alec pulled Cathlin to the side of the hallway with him.  The handful of guards flew past them, and Cathlin’s head swiveled wildly in astonishment, then her hand went to her mouth as the guards circled the spot a few feet away, the spot at which Alec had made them invisible.
 
   What is happening? she asked silently.
 
   I have bent the light around us so that we seem invisible to people trying to look at us, Alec explained.  They do not see us.
 
   But I can see us – you and me – right here, she protested.
 
   That’s because you’re so close to me.  The light is like a balloon of invisibility around us, he told her.  So those within it can see, but those outside cannot.  Let’s move on quickly now, they’re going to sound the alarm that something unusual is happening, and we want to stay ahead of that.
 
   They trotted hand-in-hand down the hallway, then around the corner, and Alec dropped his invisibility.  A moment later they were back in the garden where Availlie and Arden were impatiently waiting.
 
   “Who do you have my lord, a local tasty morsel?” Availlie asked, with nearly a sneer.
 
   “This is my great-great-great-granddaughter,” Alec said sharply.  “She is going to lead us directly to her father’s prison, after we go to the nearest armory and gather uniforms and weapons so that we can move around the palace more freely.  A squad saw us disappear into invisibility, so there’s likely to be an alarm raised.  If we wear uniforms, it will be almost as good as being invisible, and easier for all of us.”
 
   Alec led them to a nearby armory where they secured their arms and new clothes, dressing even Cathlin in a uniform, and then the girl led them to a distant part of the palace grounds, an isolated tower which was occupied by a heavy guard presence.   They stood at a distance, observing the locations of the guards who were stationed there.
 
   “Are there usually so many guards present?” Alec asked Cathlin, puzzled by such heavy security.
 
   “No.  There is usually only one pair at the door,” she answered.
 
   As they spoke, a column of additional guards marched with ceremonial precision towards the tower.  “That’s the emperor’s bodyguard!” Cathlin exclaimed.  “Uncle Lugust must be coming to visit father!”
 
   “Which room does your father stay in?” Alec asked her.
 
   “He mainly stays on the top floor, up where there’s that balcony,” she answered.  “From there he can see where my mother is buried.”
 
   “Arden, you stay here with the princess,” Alec ordered.  “Protect her; Availlie, come with me,” he said, and then cut through the bushes, seeking to stealthily approach the tower.
 
   The approaching column of guards had arrived at the base of the tower, and a large man, one who Alec presumed to be the emperor, wearing a gold circlet and a flowing purple cape, accepted the salutes of the guards at the door, then entered the tower.   Alec looked up at the balcony, forty feet above their heads.  He engaged his Light energy, then the Spiritual energy, and finally the Air energy.  He was sure he could do what he planned, but it would require more delicacy than he had exercised in using these powers together in times past.
 
   “Availlie, come here and hug me tightly,” he whispered.
 
   “My lord, is now the time for this?” she asked with her crooked grin.
 
   “Just come here,” Alec hissed this time, both amused and aggravated.  He stretched out his hand, and as she accepted his grasp, he pulled her up against his own body, then began to use his Air abilities to thrust them off the ground, and they began to steadily rise upward and slightly around the tower towards the balcony.
 
   “This isn’t what I imagined you had in mind,” Availlie confessed, her face close to his.
 
   Distracted momentarily, Alec caused their flight path to wobble, and Availlie gave a small uncharacteristic shriek, one that made the heads of those on the ground below them swivel in search of the source of the noise.
 
   Her eyes widened.  Just let me focus for a few seconds, Alec wordlessly placed his thought in her mind, and they reached the level of the balcony without further incident, until Alec released his use of the Air energy, and they dropped the last few inches onto the balcony.
 
   “How do you send your thoughts into my head?” Availlie whispered the question, her lips pressed against Alec’s ear.
 
   I’ll tell you later, and try to teach you, he responded.  For now, we’ll enter the room and stand near the prince to protect him.  We’re invisible now; if we separate more than a couple of feet, you’ll become visible.  If that happens, we may be in a battle and it won’t matter – I know you’ll take care of yourself! – he explained to her.  Let’s keep the prince and the emperor alive for the time being, until we better understand the circumstances here.
 
   Cautiously, Alec pulled the glass balcony door open, then caused a gust of wind to blow into the room to provide an explanation to the man inside for why the door had moved, as the two invisible warriors slipped into the room and maneuvered towards an open space near the large wooden door on the far side.  The room was a well-appointed one, Alec saw.  The prince was being held in style not too far below his royal status.
 
   The sound of feet stomping heavily on the stairwell in the tower told of the impending arrival of the emperor.  Moments later the door opened, and four guards entered, then the emperor came puffing in, worn from the climb up the staircase, followed by four more guards.
 
   “Only six months on the throne and already I have to leave the city to deal with Valeriane!” the emperor’s first words to his captive were spoken in a harsh, whining tone.  “After all these years of dull and boring rule, I expected the empire to be ready for strength and conquest.  Instead, these trumped up, soft fools in Valeriane call out the name of mythical rulers and rebel against my own chosen duke for the city.
 
   “So now I have to make the trip up to Valeriane to lead the army in a show of discipline, Carl,” the emperor continued.  “I expected my first trip away from the throne would be a victory trip to the south.  I didn’t think it would be to impose discipline on my own subjects!”
 
   “I suspect your subjects agree,” the prince said inoffensively.
 
   “Yes, yes, of course,” the emperor missed the irony implicit in Prince Carl’s comment.
 
   “Perhaps, Lugust, you should consider that the man you sent to be the duke was an idiot, and had no concept of responsibility or maturity.  You and I have known Gallus for years, and we wouldn’t trust him to care for our pet dog.  Is it any wonder he botched up the city so badly they asked him to leave?” the prince asked.
 
   Emperor Lugust’s face turned bright red, then faded back to normal.  “Once he was appointed by me, it doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks,” he spoke patiently.  “I’m the emperor, and so they must obey my decisions.
 
   “Which brings me to the unpleasant news at hand,” he spoke emotionlessly.  “I can’t afford to leave the city and leave you behind, given this unpleasantness at Valeriane, and the problems with the campaign down south, and the unhappiness some of the old members of the court expressed about my rule – they sounded much like you did just now, criticizing my decisions.
 
   “Therefore, you and your daughter are to be executed this afternoon, prior to my departure,” he concluded.
 
   “Lugust!  You can’t execute my daughter!  She’s only eighteen; just a girl who hasn’t done any harm and hasn’t enjoyed any of life yet!  I know you’ll kill me, but leave Cathlin alone, please,” the prince was begging sincerely, earnestly, with tears on his cheeks.
 
   “Carl, the people who oppose me will latch on to her as their symbolic leader if she lives,” the emperor replied in a tone that left no room for reversal of the decision.
 
   Keep the emperor alive if you can, Alec communicated to Availlie.  You go protect Prince Carl –  you’ll become visible once we separate – while I’ll remain invisible and remove the guards as fast as I can.  Is that acceptable? He asked.
 
   The Ajax nodded agreement, and the two of them split apart.
 
   For the other occupants of the room, the sudden action that began seemed like an unexpected stroke from heaven.  Just as a striking brunette woman appeared out of thin air in the room, the guardsmen beside the emperor started screaming and falling to the floor, dead from decimating sword strokes.  The brunette, wearing the uniform of the palace guards herself, pulled her sword from its scabbard with breathtaking speed and stabbed one guard before she stepped over to Prince Carl and pushed him towards an empty corner of the room, establishing herself in front of him.  “Stay here and stay silent,” she hissed to him hurriedly, then faced forward, watching as the last of the emperor’s guards died, and then Alec appeared from nothingness, standing in front of the door to the room, blocking the emperor from escape.
 
   “The Princess Cathlin is not going to die today, nor with Prince Carl,” Alec said, as the two surviving members of the royal family looked at him in terrified astonishment.  “No army is going to march upon Valeriane, and by the end of the day you will no longer be emperor,” he spoke to Lugust.
 
   “By the temples!  What is happening?  Who are you?  Leave us immediately?” the rattled emperor screamed in fear.  “Guards!  Help me!” he raised his voice louder.
 
   “No one with come to save you,” Alec said, replacing his sword back in the scabbard on his hip, and motioning to Availlie to do the same.  “Go stand on the balcony, and stay there,” Alec ordered him, suddenly uncertain of what steps to take next.  “Go!” he commanded more loudly, giving the petrified ruler a shove, then walked over to the side of the room where Carl and Availlie remained.
 
   “What are you?  Avenging ghosts?” Carl asked.  “Thank you for promising to save my daughter’s life, and my own, but please, tell me who you are.”
 
   “Your daughter is in the garden, under the protection of one of our companions,” Alec told the prince.  “She’s safe.”
 
   “That is blessed news,” Carl said with relief.  “Who are you?  Why are you here?” the prince repeated his questioning.
 
   “I am Alec, the true Duke of Valeriane,” Alec answered.  “And this is my companion in battle, Availlie.  We are here to prevent the invasion of our duchy.
 
   “Do you think we’ll succeed?” he asked with a grin.
 
   “If you asked Lugust right now, I suspect the answer would be ‘yes,’” Carl replied.  “You’re sure my daughter is safe?  You’re the Duke Alec?!”
 
   “Availlie, I will send the emperor back in here and then go fetch Cathlin, if you can keep an eye on the emperor while I’m gone,” Alec said, looking out the glass balcony doors, where Lugust was screaming for help from his guards on the ground.
 
   Alec approached the glass doors, and as he opened them, Lugust gave another scream, this time one of sheer terror, and backed against the balcony railing, then unsteadily teetered over the edge.  Alec looked in horror at the plummeting emperor, then used his Air abilities to cushion the man, and lifted him back up to the balcony.
 
   “You’ll stay here until I return,” Alec told the man, as he shoved him inside the balcony doors, back into the room where Availlie would monitor him.  Then as the astonished crowd of guards on the ground watched, Alec flung himself into the air and became invisible, causing the growing group to shout.
 
   Alec let himself down a short distance away, then walked to the quiet area where Arden and Cathlin were cautiously waiting.
 
   “Your father is safe,” Alec told the girl.  “Availlie is with him right now, protecting him in his room in the tower.  I’m here to take you to see him; he worries for your safety,” he explained.
 
   “Arden, I’m afraid that to conserve my energy I can only manage to take one person with me right now, but if you will approach the tower, I’ll put you to use.  Mingle with the rest of the guard that is at the foot of the tower, and when I come out of the door and call for volunteers to support the prince, you step forward first, as an example,” he told the Ajax. 
 
    “Come with me,” he stretched his hand out to Cathlin, and led her to a spot that was near the tower, then held her tight, catching her unaware, and causing her to shriek as they lifted off the  ground and rose towards the balcony on the tower.
 
   Inside the balcony doors, Prince Carl stood watching for his daughter, ignoring the nearly catatonic emperor, who sat listlessly on the floor as Availlie struck a casual pose, watching both men.  When Alec and Caitlen arrived, the two members of the beleaguered family hugged intensely, and Alec stood near them, his scruples cast aside once more, as he examined the prince with all his Spiritual abilities, eager to discover if the man would be a more mature and reasonable emperor than Lugust.
 
   Carl’s heart was genuinely pleased to have Cathlin back with him, safe and sound, and Alec detected hints of concern even for Lugust’s fate in what had turned into such unexpectedly hostile circumstances for the emperor.
 
   “Carl, what harm has Lugust done on the throne that we must undo first?” Alec asked after letting the parent and child share their reunion.
 
   “He has emptied the treasury to spend profligately on balls and celebrations for the crowd of hangers-on he entertains,” Carl spoke, “but worse than that, he has harmed innumerable families throughout the empire by seizing young men or women and conscripting them into his bloated, ineffective army that is fighting pointless battles of conquest in places we don’t need to fight.
 
   “He’s hurt many families, he’s killed many innocent citizens, and he’s sullied the empire’s reputation,” Carl spoke emphatically, giving a speech he had either made before, or at least rehearsed in his own mind many times.  All his words were genuinely driven from a desire to see the empire be a better place for its citizens, Alec sensed, making his next decision easier to announce.
 
   “We are going to go down the stairs and out to face the group of guards who are milling below in confusion,” Alec said.  “And we are going to announce that Lugust is abdicating the throne to Carl.”
 
   Even the befuddled man sitting on the floor took notice of that statement.
 
   “What are you going to do with me?” he asked.  “Kill me?”
 
   “We surely don’t need to kill him,” Carl stated.
 
   “No, we aren’t going to kill him.  He is going to leave when I leave, and go into exile,” Alec assured the room.  “Availlie, you are going to remain here as the head of the bodyguards for the new emperor, and Arden will remain to serve as bodyguard to Cathlin,” Alec looked at his Ajax companion.  “Arden should be down among the guard members right now,” he added.  “Waiting to join us.”  She nodded agreement.
 
   Within the following half hour, the small group went below and emerged from the barred door to the tower, silencing the growing crowd that was surrounded the base of the structure, uncertain of what had happened to their emperor, who they had seen scream for help from the balcony, then appear to fall from the balcony, only to miraculously lift back up and disappear inside the tower, after which they had seen Alec disappear in midair.  The astonishment and uncertainty that occupied the crowd of armed men was thick, and Alec had his Warrior energies on their fullest level, prepared for any potential reaction that might emerge among the members of the mob below.
 
   Alec stepped through the doorway first, followed by the emperor, then Availlie, and the two newly freed prisoners last.  They stood silently at the doorway, as the crowd watched tensely.
 
   “I am Alec, the Demonslayer, the Duke of Valeriane, the widower of the Empress Caitlen, whose long, peaceful and prosperous reign set the hallmark for success on the throne of the empire,” Alec spoke, his voice still retaining a slight accent, even after a century of life in his adopted land.  “Because of the injustice that has been done to my city, I have returned to correct the problems in this palace.”
 
   There was a considerable stirring among the crowd as men and women muttered to one another.
 
   “I was here in the days when the Conglomerate and the nobility and others,” he didn’t mention the Ajacii, “mistreated the crown, and brought great pain to the Empire,” he told them.  “I was here to help Caitlen regain her crown, so that she could serve as the rightful ruler, and a ruler who did right for the people of the empire.
 
   “The decisions and actions of my great-grandson, the Emperor Lugust, have hurt the people of all the empire, and his actions in Valeriane have brought me here for the protection of the people,” he said.
 
   There was the sudden twang of a bow from his left, and he reached out to snatch the shaft of the arrow in midair.
 
   “I will find the person who shot this,” he added in a studied casual voice.
 
   “Just as I have plucked this arrow from the air,” he held it over his head, the crowd again silent, “I am here to pluck the emperor Lugust from his throne.  I have accepted his resignation, and have agreed that his brother, Prince Carl, shall now become the next emperor.”
 
   He turned and motioned for Carl and Cathlin to step forward, next to him, as the crowd erupted in loud and spirited shouting.
 
   “Who here is ready to pledge their fealty to the new emperor of Vincennes?” Alec asked.
 
   On cue, Arden pushed forward through the crowd.  “I will serve the Emperor Carl, and his family,” he glanced at Cathlin, “faithfully.”  He dropped to one knee, and raised his sword above his head, hilt held towards Carl.
 
   Two others from the crowd immediately joined Arden, as Carl took the handle of the sword, then returned it to him.  Others in the front row began to kneel as well, and within a minute, half the guardsmen had pledged their allegiance to the new emperor.
 
   “I will take Lugust to the cells and guard him myself,” Alec told Carl.  “Availlie shall serve as your head of bodyguards,” he nodded to her.  “Within the hour, start arranging to have every member of the palace guard sent to me one at a time so that I may inspect them and determine their loyalty to the new emperor.”
 
   “How will you do that?  You don’t even know these men,” Carl exclaimed.  “Can you read their minds?” he asked facetiously.
 
   “No, I read their souls,” Alec spoke with such earnestness that Carl looked towards Availlie for support, only to see her sagely nod her head in agreement with Alec.
 
   “Come with me, your majesty,” Alec said to the deposed emperor, taking him by the elbow.  As they began to walk away from the scene at the bottom of the tower, a member of the guard tried to swing his sword at the frightened Lugust.  Alec unsheathed his own sword and blocked the strike, then knocked the sword out of the man’s hand.
 
   “We are not here to execute him, only to remove him from office,” Alec told the man.
 
   Three days later, the change in government was complete.  A meeting of the Council of Advisors was hastily held, which confirmed the change in reigning monarch, and Alec had weeded through the entire palace guard and portions of the serving staff, recommending dismissal of nearly a fifth of those who had worked in the palace.  Those he had named had been summarily escorted from the palace, and Carl began his reign with the diminished but loyal staff.
 
   Over the following week, Alec rested from his heavy use of his powers, then went about finding a few surviving members of the court and the staff who remained from the time when he had lived with Caitlen in the palace.  Few of them had been true friends, but the memories they shared with him of the long ago times brought back memories of Caitlen, his children, and even the grandchildren he had known, as well as the other people who had been ministers in the government in the last decades of his life in the palace in Vincennes.  He took to walking around the palace, often unrecognized, remembering even older times, events and people that no one else alive in Vincennes would recollect, and he grew melancholy at the reminder than he had outlived the generation he had felt at home with in Vincennes.
 
   “Your majesty,” Alec told Carl, after his week of exploring the palace, the city, and himself, “I have many good memories of the life I lived here, but they are only memories for me now, and the people I talk to are ghosts.  It is time for me to leave.”
 
   “You are welcome to stay here all the days that I rule,” Carl replied.  “I’ve come to accept that you are really my ancestor from the old days, an ageless miracle.  I know that you have not only saved my life, but saved the lives of thousands of others by placing me on the throne.  I would urge you to stay.”
 
   “You will be a good emperor,” Alec answered.  “You don’t need me.  I’ll leave Availlie here to protect you – at least protect you – in the short term,” he had noticed a profound compatibility between the emperor and his guardian, and felt comfortable with the prospect of the two together.
 
   “I’ll head back to Valeriane soon, and take Lugust with me.  I’d like to take Cathlin as well,” he added.
 
   Carl looked at him with a shocked expression.  “Why would you take my daughter to Valeriane?” he asked.
 
   “Because I’d like to renounce my dukedom, and see you name her as the new duchess of the city,” Alec explained.  “Arden will be there to serve as her bodyguard after I leave the city; I’ll stay long enough to introduce her and assure that she has the support of the merchants and the local gentry,” Alec assured.  “And I’ll send additional Ajacii back here to support Availlie as your bodyguard unit for as long as she thinks they’re needed.”
 
   “I couldn’t possibly need any one else with her to protect me!” Carl said enthusiastically.  “No one on the world could possibly match her speed or skill with a weapon!”
 
   “She’s very good,” Alec agreed, “but she might welcome a few others.”
 
   “You have some reason for dropping Cathlin into the seat at Valeriane?” Carl asked.
 
   “Only to make sure that you have a loyal ally behind you,” Alec assured him.
 
   There was further discussion over the next few days, until Alec prevailed.   On a cold, rainy day, he and Lugust, Cathlin and Arden, along with a troupe of retainers chosen to keep Cathlin from being too lonely, departed from the city.  Alec and Availlie had a long, personal farewell discussion shortly before the leave-taking.
 
   “The Select were sent to Valeriane to prepare to fight a great battle for the city.  Now you have me tied down in Vincennes babysitting in the palace.  I find that I enjoy this assignment, my lord, though it has no real call for battle and blood; how did you arrange this?” Availlie asked Alec as they strolled through the city on the afternoon of his last day in Vincennes.
 
   “It wasn’t the plan when we started our adventure,” Alec assured her.  “I’m not smart enough to plot anything like this.  But once we were here it seemed like the best solution to the problem.
 
   “You will be good for Carl, and for the palace, and you being here will be good for the Ajacii,” he hesitated just a moment.  “And I think this will be good for you Availlie.  You can perhaps start over in life to some degree, if you decide you want to live your life here among the people of Vincennes.”
 
   She looked at him sideways as they walked in silence through the streets, until Alec abruptly stopped in front of a large, rundown-looking institutional building.
 
   “This was a practice hall, where I first worked with my sword when I was sent to this land,” Alec told the Ajax woman.  “I was given the chance to start over here in Avonellene after I had dropped to the lowest point in my life.  This hall is where I spent time training the local ruffians to use a sword, and some of them became very good.  One went on to become part of the empress’s bodyguard as a matter of fact.
 
   “He had a chance to start over, I had a chance to start over, now we’ve given the monarchy a chance to start over with Carl as well,” Alec ended his dialog.
 
   “And I’ll have a chance to start over too, you’re obviously saying,” Availlie responded.  “Thank you for the words to consider.
 
   “So you are off on your way to start over again?” she asked.
 
   “I am,” Alec sighed.  “I don’t feel any calling, any sense of purpose in this land any longer.  I came to this land and met Caitlen, then I fought Hellmann, and since Caitlen left, I’ve not have any great reason to stay.”
 
   They continued to converse as they walked back to the palace, then they said farewell, a farewell that they each knew was the final time they would meet, before joining their respective groups at the ceremony that saw the Valeriane-bound group depart, atop horses and within carriages, a sizeable group that would deliver some elements of the imperial court to Valeriane as Cathlin established herself in the ducal palace.
 
   Though notes had forewarned the people of Valeriane of what to expect, there was considerable angst in the city and the palace when the entourage arrived, and Alec spent several days offering assistance and bolstering the legitimacy of Cathlin as duchess, while emphasizing to her the need for and value of Charls as steward to run the palace and the duchy, and he felt satisfied that the terms he set were going to work for the good of the city and the empire.
 
   And then, feeling that he had tied up the loose ends of his life in the Avonellene Empire, he quietly left the city early one morning, taking the exiled former emperor Lugust with him to a new home in the west.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10 – Friends in Warm Springs
 
    
 
   Bernadina? He broadcast the mental call days later as he approached the valley that led to the hidden village of Warm Springs.  Bernadina, he called again, receiving no answer.
 
   Bauer? He called next, hoping to contact someone he knew before he began to directly approach the settlement.  
 
   Who calls?  Who are you? Alec faintly heard the voice of his long-ago acquaintance reply.
 
   Alec, it’s Alec, he answered.  I am on my way to visit Warm Springs.  I’ll be there by nightfall.
 
   It will be so good to see you, such a wonderful day, Bauer answered.  Thank you for such an inspiring surprise!
 
   “Come along, my friend,” Alec said to the silent Lugust, who followed him obediently through the late fall weather on the trail that rose from Valeriane towards Black Crag and the frontier of the Avonellene empire.  The man had tried to escape from Alec the first night after they had left Valeriane, only to discover that Alec had created a wall of air surrounding the exiled ruler, a dense cell of atmosphere impossible for Lugust to force his way through, leaving him invisibly imprisoned.
 
   Throughout their journey, during the days that had transpired as Alec and Lugust walked along the road, climbing steadily higher into the mountain elevations, Lugust had tried multiple times, in multiple ways, to make a case for his release and return to the throne.  He had tried to bribe and threaten and cajole and to be a co-equal ruler with Alec, all to no effect, other than to test Alec’s patience.  Even now he did not surrender hope that he would somehow miraculously attain his freedom and return to Vincennes.
 
   Alec had grown weary of Lugust’s incessant whining and complaining.  Additionally, the emperor’s physical condition was commensurate with the indulgent life he had lived in the palace, leaving him physically unable to travel at Alec’s pace.  Between the two matters, Alec had finally placed Lugust in a traveling cocoon of air, one that carried him and also contained his noise, so that Alec had travelled for three days with Lugust floating behind him, seldom heard and never listened to.
 
   Now, Alec stopped at the entrance to the valley, and let Lugust down, then released the confining air that surrounded the man.  The emperor was free, though he did not realize it yet.  He continued his constant wheedling, not knowing that Alec could hear him now but had not heard him earlier in the day.
 
   “Once we arrive at Black Crag, you can turn me over to the garrison there as the emperor-in-exile, and they’ll serve me quite well.  They you can go back to Vincennes and tell the court that I’ve been disposed of,” Lugust was plotting.
 
   “And in a year or so, after the court grows tired of Carl’s sanctimonious ways, you can send a message to me and I’ll bring the Black Crag brigade down so that we can assume control of the throne again.  It is a perfect plan!” Lugust was urging Alec.
 
   “Come on, let’s go this way,” Alec replied, turning off the caravan road to head north into the mountains.
 
   “What?  What madness is that?” Lugust asked in astonishment.  “Are you taking me out into the wilderness to murder me?”  He turned and started to run, until Alec used his Air energies to lift him off the ground and bring him back to where Alec had advanced several yards along the narrow trail.
 
   “If I planned to kill you, I would have done so long ago,” Alec repeated the same answer he had given innumerable times in response to Lugust’s accusations of impending murder.  “We’re going someplace where friends live.”  He made Lugust walk in front of him, desirous of wearing the man down through the arduous journey, as a way to stop the ongoing mutterings and schemes.
 
   Alec did not comment as they passed the trail that led to the cave where he had long ago met Bernadina, then held as a captive by a band of highwaymen, robbers that had descended into cannibalism as well as murder and theft.  He had set Bernadina free, and she in turn had rallied a number of her fellow lokasennii to come to rescue Alec from the bandits.  Bernadina had taken Alec back to Warm Springs, where she had tended him and helped him heal from numerous injuries, and revealed to him many secrets about the existence of the lokasenna, the ancient, hidden race of people who exhibited some of the powers of the Spirit ingenairii, as well as the unusual ability to shift their shapes between human and animal.
 
   Through Bernadina he had learned that his own Spirit ingenairii abilities were the result of a distant lokasenna heritage in his own family history, just as his Warrior ingenairii abilities had descended from the ancient Ajacii.  There were other ancient races as well, the Sleigh Maith, from who his Healing powers had been passed down, and Sylphs, Huldra, Hermeticans, and others he did not know, but had heard Bernadina mention.
 
   Bernadina had been a counselor and a friend and a spiritual soul mate in many ways, a being with whom Alec felt closer than with virtually any other, as their souls had communed in the mystical spring waters of Warm Springs.  Now, with Bernadina’s voice silent, Alec feared that her long years had caught up to the grandasteur, the leader of the lokasennii, and a woman who had lived far beyond a mortal human lifespan.
 
   Onward they trudged through the path, over a stretch that was icy and slick, then around another pair of mountain ridges.  It had been many decades since Alec had passed this way to visit Warm Springs, but he remembered the path well, and after a certain point, he boosted his Spirit powers to detect their approach towards any lokasenna sentries who might be guarding the entry to their community.
 
   Five miles later, Alec sensed a pair of lokasennii nearby, and he prepared himself for the encounter.  He did not prepare Lugust however, and when a large mountain bear suddenly lumbered from the bordering scrub to occupy the trail directly in front of them the former emperor screamed and ran to Alec.  “Save me!  Fight it!  Kill this thing.” Lugust shouted his commands in a fearful squeal.
 
   “I am a friend of the lokasennii,” Alec stood still and spoke softly, his hands held together in front of him in a non-threatening posture.
 
   “I saved Bernadina, the grandasteur, many, many years ago, and the grandasteusse, in a different place, Ailse.  I come to see my friends, including Bauer,” he explained.
 
   There was a shudder in the bear’s frame, and it rose tall and vast on its rear two feet, towering higher than the two humans, then it began to shrink, and grow pale, as it morphed into a human man.  Lugust fainted at the sight, and the lokasenna looked down upon the figure on the ground.
 
   “You know the names of our race, though I do not know you.  Who is this one?” he gestured towards Lugust.
 
   “He is a visitor,” Alec made the statement that he knew would seal the fate of Lugust, permanently imprisoning the deposed ruler at the village, for no mortal visitors were allowed to leave, once they learned of the lokasennii.
 
   The eyebrows of the lokasenna rose.  Alec bent and picked Lugust up, lifting him over his shoulder with a grunt.  “Tell your companion that we are friends, entering the village.  I’ll contact Bauer and let him know of my arrival.”
 
   “How will you contact Bauer?” the man asked.
 
   “I am like a grandasteusse, a little bit,” Alec answered, “although a man.  I can communicate with a few others,” he stepped forward and clasped the other man’s hand in his.  Usually only when in physical contact with a friend, but I can also communicate at a distance with my closest friends.  He released the man.
 
   “You’re a rare one,” the lokasenna guard said, but he stepped aside, making way for Alec to go on.
 
   “I haven’t seen Bauer since before you were born, when he was a very young man.  It will be good to see an old friend,” Alec said, then gave the man a slap on the shoulder and passed him on the trail.  Moments later he heard a grunt, and turned his head to see the bear meander off the trail into the woods, satisfied that no further sentry duty was needed with Alec. 
 
   Alec engaged his powers and wafted Lugust off his shoulder, and thought about how marvelously valuable the Air ingenaire abilities were; in his youth he’d called on other Air ingenairii to propel ships through the water and arrows through the air, and even with those clues he hadn’t thought further about what the power could be used for.   He’d never heard anyone extol the usefulness of Air ingenairii during his years in the Dominion, and even when he’d been busy rebuilding Ingenairii Hill during his later reign as King, he hadn’t emphasized the power.  He’d acquired this ability for himself, and still not recognized its usefulness until this campaign for Valeriane and Vincennes had required him to improvise, and apply his abilities in these new ways.
 
   Lugust gave a groan, starting to arouse from his fainting spell, calling himself to Alec’s attention, and making the ingenaire re-examine his decision one more time.              
 
   Was it fair, Alec asked himself, to impose this exile on Lugust?  It seemed like the best option, and perhaps the immature, self-aggrandizing former emperor would grow to be a better person, exposed to the life and philosophy and wisdom of the lokasennii.  Ultimately, whether it was fair or not, this was the path Alec had chosen, at a time when the only alternative he could imagine was execution of the self-centered man.  The palace, and Carl, needed the space to establish a new way of rule, a more ethical way that was truer to the tradition Caitlen had set in place, and Lugust’s selfish ego needed to be out of the picture for that to happen.
 
   The sun was starting to set in the west, off to his left as Alec continued along the path.  The sun was behind the mountains already, and the shadows were chilly.  Lugust groaned again, then his eyes opened and the man was awake.  Without ceremony, Alec set him down on the ground.
 
   “What was that back there?  What happened?  Where are we?  Am I safe?”  the questions were fired forth in staccato fashion.
 
   “Everything is fine,” Alec answered calmly.  “Keep walking.  We’re approaching the village of the lokasennii.  We passed one of their sentries on the path a short while ago.”  He started walking again, pressing Lugust forward, and just at that moment they rounded a stony curve in the path and saw that the path was ready to descend into a green valley with numerous buildings scattered throughout the fields and forests.
 
   “What is this place?” Lugust asked with a note of wonder in his voice, a difference from his usual whine or ineffectively peremptory note of command.
 
   “This is the home of the lokasennii,” Alec answered.
 
   “Why is it so green?” Lugust asked as they began to descend the trail.
 
   “There are warm springs scattered throughout the valley here.  They maintain the temperature, even in the depth of winter,” Alec explained, leaving Lugust to contemplate the unusual circumstances in unusual silence.  
 
   When the trail reached the level of the valley floor, Alec saw a middle-aged man standing, waiting for their arrival.  “Bauer?” he called aloud, recognizing the matured face of the boy who had once been a sorceress’s apprentice, who Alec had rescued from death and then shared blood with, changing them each radically as Bauer had been cleansed of the influences of his upbringing while Alec had suffered excruciating pain from purging the boy of evil.
 
   “Alec?  My lord, you look the same now as you did when I met you!” the man shouted, and the two embraced warmly.
 
   “Who do you bring with you, Alec?” Bauer asked when they broke apart.
 
   “This is Lugust, my traveling companion, the former emperor of Vincennes,” Alec introduced.  “And this is Bauer, a man who came to live here many years ago.”
 
   “Your highness,” Bauer acknowledged Lugust.
 
   “How long have you been here?” Lugust asked as they began to walk into the village.  “I’ve never heard of this place; I never knew it existed.”
 
   Bauer turned to Alec.  “I don’t know time on the outside; how long have I been here?”  Do you know what you’ve done by bringing a mortal here?  Does he know?  Bauer asked.
 
   “Bauer came here to live in the first year of the Empress Caitlen’s reign.  He’s been here nearly one hundred years,” Alec replied.  I want him to stay here the rest of his life.  That’s why I brought him here.   I want to keep him out of Vincennes and the palace forever; it was either place him in exile here or kill him, Alec added silently.
 
   Aahh, Bauer replied silently.  That is not the way we normally think of Warm Springs, as a prison.
 
   I understand, Alec agreed, and I hope that the peace and nature of Warm Springs will not seem like a prison, and hopefully, the people and the community here will make Lugust examine himself.  I hope that he will become a better person.
 
   For his sake or for ours? Bauer asked wryly.  
 
   Alec laughed aloud.
 
   “What?  What was that for?” Lugust asked.
 
   “Someday Bauer will tell you,” Alec answered, as they began to walk among the scattered buildings.
 
   “The grandasteur would like to see you,” Bauer said to Alec.  “If you head to the cottage there, I’ll take your friend to his home.”
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11 – Meeting the Grandasteusse
 
    
 
   Lugust looked at Alec as he silently walked away, and strode over to the small building that awaited him.  Alec paused at the door and removed his pack, and the winter jacket that he no longer needed to wear in the Warm Springs climate.  Then he knocked on the door, and gently pushed it open so that he could step into the relatively dim interior.
 
   The setting sun’s warm rays entered through the window, and a pair of candles added a glow as well inside the cabin.  Alec pushed the door closed behind him, and looked with a mixture of sorrow and love upon Ailse, the former duchess of Krimshelm, who had evidently succeeded her mother to become the leader of the lokasennii.
 
   “Hello my friend,” the lovely woman said as she rose from her seat and glided over to embrace Alec.  It is so good to see such a long-lost close friend again.  Your arrival is a gift.
 
   Ailse, it is a great wonder to behold you, Alec answered in the same intimate tone.  He drank in her beauty, a matchless, graceful appearance that only differed from his memories in the stray strands of silver hair that framed her face.
 
   “Your mother?” Alec asked.
 
   “Just two months ago, she finally passed away.  We took her body up into the mountains to the burial ground, so that her spirit would be closer to heaven,” Ailse answered.
 
   Alec thought about the woman who had radiated such serenity and calm.  She had been the ideal he had unconsciously held all other leaders up to for comparison, he realized.
 
   “Her footsteps are too large to follow in,” Ailse followed his unspoken thoughts, “but I will give my people my best efforts.”
 
   There can be no more worthy successor, Alec told her.  Your people are fortunate to have you to lead them now.
 
   “I have a favor to ask,” he said.  The one I brought with me, he is without ability to be concerned about anyone but himself.  I need to remove him from the people of the outside world, where he was emperor, and inflicting harm on many, many innocent victims.
 
   Will you accept him as a permanent guest of the lokasennii?
 
   Ailse looked steadily into Alec’s eyes, considering the thoughts and images and emotions he had transmitted.  We will do this; we will help you protect the people, she told him.
 
   Alec exhaled a great sigh of relief.
 
   “And I ask for a favor in return,” Ailse told him.
 
   “Anything you want!” Alec told her.  “I would do anything for you whether I owed you a favor or not.”
 
   “Let us go to the Red Pool,” Ailse suggested, and they silently left the cabin to walk through the foliage and along the winding path to return to the mystical, steaming pool that Alec recalled, the place where he had been healed of his injuries after Bernadina had rescued him from the cave of the bandits.
 
   “We have a new grandasteusse, a young girl who has begun to display the talent.  I want you to take her out into the world, so that she may begin her apprenticeship,” Ailse requested.
 
   “Is she your daughter?” Alec asked with raised eyebrows.
 
   “No.  It was an unusual situation for the grandasteur and the grandasteusse to be related, as my mother and I were,” Ailse answered softly, as she removed her robe.  “She is no relation, but she is now my heir.  If our people are to prosper, we must make sure that she is exposed to the world and understands what the rest of humanity is like.
 
   “I can imagine no one who would be a better mentor to help her begin her leave of learning than you, Alec,” his friend spoke, before she slipped away from him and stroked through the water, disappearing from sight.
 
   You will protect her, and let her learn the ways of the world with eyes and heart open, the invisible Ailse said.
 
   I am only going to my mountain clinic, Ridgeclimb, Alec replied as he finished stripping off his own clothes and entered the water.  It is an isolated place, not the bustling city of Krimshelm.
 
   You are the patron of Ridgeclimb?  I should have known! Ailse answered.  A quiet place would not be a bad first exposure for our girl.  Let’s have dinner someday soon with Hope, so that you may meet her.
 
   As you wish, Alec answered, with some misgivings.  He would do as Ailse asked, without question, but he wondered if her proposal was really best for the girl.
 
   Ailse came gliding back into view, and floated up against Alec, who opened his arms and received her arrival with a tender hug, as the two old friends silently rested together and let the waters of the Red Pool bring bliss to their reunion.
 
   Several days later, Alec, Ailse, Bauer and the young girl sat down to a simple meal of greens and bread and cheese.  Alec examined Hope, a serious-looking girl whose hair was braided.  She had brown eyes and a wide mouth with generous lips that never seemed to smile.
 
   “Where is Lugust?” Alec asked Bauer as they began the meal, wondering about the former emperor who he had not seen since his arrival in Warm Springs.
 
   “He seemed drawn towards the Blue Pool,” Bauer answered.  “I’d no sooner shown him a cabin that he began to walk away, and headed straight to the Blue Pool.  I saw him enter the water and decided to leave him alone.  He hasn’t returned yet.”
 
   “I wonder why the pool called him?  What do you suppose it will reveal to him?” Alec asked, thinking of his own experience, when the pool had adopted the appearance of Jeswyne, and restored a portion of his lost memories to him.  “I think it will be good; he’ll come away a better person,” he decided out loud.
 
   “What do you know about the Blue Spring?” Hope asked.  “Didn’t you just arrive here recently?  Did you really take him to the Red Pool?” she directed her last question to Ailse in a scandalized tone.
 
   “I did take him to the Red Pool,” Ailse spoke in agreement before Alec could answer, using a calm tone of voice.
 
   He has the right to go to any pool or spring.  He is a lokasenna by birthright, not by birth, and by his talents he is a grandemeure, she switched to the intimate mode, though all the others at the table could hear her thoughts.
 
   He is a lokasenna?   I’ve never seen him before.  What is a grandemeure? Hope asked.
 
   Very few have heard the term.  A grandemeure is a male grandasteur, a great leader of our people.  It is a rare thing, a once-in-a-thousand years event to know a grandemeure, Ailse answered.
 
   You think he could convey his thoughts as you or I? Hope asked scornfully.  He doesn’t look like anything but a common brawler.
 
   Perhaps an uncommon brawler would be closer to the truth.  I’ve seen him fight battles that were most uncommon, Bauer  joined the conversation.
 
   The girl is entitled to her opinion, Alec chimed in at last.  She is young and has much to learn, he thought about how much he had hated hearing that particular phrase when he was young.
 
   Hope dropped her fork in astonishment, unable to grasp that Alec had heard her comments.
 
   As did I when I began my journey to the outer world to learn about the threats that our community faced, Ailse answered.  That is why I thought you would be such a good mentor to help her begin her exploration.
 
   With him?  You want me to go with him? Hope looked in astonishment.  My parents will not allow it!
 
   Your parents have given up all authority over you since you were named the grandasteusse, Ailse reminded the girl.  I am the only one who commands your life now.  It is time for you to begin to learn how the world lives, and Alec has happened to arrive at this moment.  I do not think it is a coincidence; I think he was sent here to provide your safe escort out into the world.
 
   Would the grandemeure and grandasteusse think me meddlesome if I were to offer to join the two on them on their journey? Bauer asked.
 
   Really? Ailse asked in astonishment.
 
   I know and trust father Bauer, Hope replied at the same time, in a more positive tone.
 
   Bauer!  You would be a boon companion! Alec also added.
 
   I would relish the opportunity to join Alec on a journey again.  I’d ask that we not have any as exciting as those we took together so long ago, my friend! Bauer told Alec.
 
   You’ve been with this stranger before? Hope asked.  I thought you were a regular lokasenna.
 
   No my child, my past is much more checkered than you realize, Bauer answered.  Alec saved my life, in more ways than one, many, many years ago.  He saved me from a fire, and then he saved me from sorcery, and then when he beat Hellmann, he saved us all from death or enslavement.
 
   This is the one who beat Hellmann?  This person?  He is still alive? Hope was confounded anew by Bauer’s revelation.
 
   I think I’m alive, Alec said drily.
 
   “But that was so long ago, in ancient times,” Hope made the switch to verbal communication.
 
   “It feels that way to me sometimes,” Alec answered.  “Ailse, could you wipe the drool from my chin?” he laughed.
 
   Hope grew more cautious in her comments and guarded, until the end of the meal, as they all stood to depart.  “Tomorrow morning then,” Ailse said, “be here bright and early, so that your companions won’t have to wait for you.”
 
   “We’re leaving so soon?” Hope asked.
 
   Alec has set the date of departure.  He knows that the world beyond continues in its paths, and he has responsibilities he must bear, Ailse said.
 
   The next morning, three lokasennii bears stood outside Ailse’s cabin as Hope and Bauer arrived.  The door opened and Alec and Ailse stepped out, Alec with a full pack, and holding newly laden packs for his two companions.
 
   “Do we receive an honor guard wherever we go?” Hope asked, looking at the bears.
 
   “Only to the Black Crag road,” Bauer answered.  “They’ll go no further from home.”
 
   There was a brief leave-taking, then the six travelers left the village, and at midday the bears stopped at the edge of the road and watched the three who had a further goal continue on their way.
 
   “It’s terribly cold,” Hope spoke after an hour on the road.  “Shouldn’t we look for a place to seek shelter?”
 
   “This is mild for winter on the Black Crag mountain road,” Alec answered, “we need to travel as far as we can in these conditions.  It will be cold tonight, and then if the weather favors us tomorrow, we can reach Black Crag and find some shelter.  We’ll probably face worse weather when we head to Ridgeclimb.”
 
   This is mild? Hope asked Bauer, never having faced the prospect of traveling away from Warm Spring’s micro climate in the winter chill.
 
   We’re fortunate to have such a good start to the trip, Bauer told her, agreeing with Alec.
 
   The fortunate good weather provided short lived.  The next day they woke to such a howling snow storm that Alec judged they should remain inside their small, cramped tent rather than continue on.  The following day, with the snow no longer falling and the wind no longer blowing, they dug out of the snow that covered their tent and proceeded to resume travel, wearing the snow shoes prudently strapped to their packs.
 
   Alec had decided to allow nature’s brutality to impose the full force of its discomfort on them, so that Hope might appreciate what the world could be like; he did not use his Healer power to raise their body temperatures, nor his Light power to alleviate the dark, nor his Air powers to protect them from the elements.  Consequently, they were very weary and cold when they reached Black Crag and he used his special pass from the new emperor to gain admission for himself and his companions into the fortress city.
 
   “Have you ever handled a sword before?” Alec asked Hope as they unloaded their packs on bunks in the small guest officers’ quarter they were assigned.
 
   “Heavens, no,” she quickly replied.
 
   “Then it’s time you started to learn,” he told her.  They’d had little conversation during the trip, and Alec knew he had to start to break down the barriers between them.  “I learned sword work from a woman who was one of the best guards for the Duke of Goldenfields,” he added.  “I taught Bauer how to handle a sword back in Vincennes, many years ago, didn’t I?” he asked his friend, who grinned and nodded his head.
 
   They found an armory, and Alec strapped Hope’s pads on her, showing her how to tighten them to the proper level of protection and comfort.  Then he tested several of the practice blades with her, watching her hold and thrust and swing with each one to find the best balance and length for her to carry.
 
   Hope was growing excited by the prospect of using the sword, Alec could tell, despite her efforts to maintain a cool exterior appearance.
 
   He asked Bauer and Hope to take their positions against one another as he stood on the sideline of the mat in the busy armory.  He showed her the proper grip and posture, then asked Bauer to lead her through the rudimentary forms.  As they switched their poses from one to another, Hope began to grow impatient.  “How much longer until we start fighting?” she asked.
 
   “Probably two or three months,” Alec said, partially jesting.
 
   “What?” she screeched so loudly that others in the armory briefly glanced over.
 
   “You’ll need to learn a lot of fundamentals before we turn you loose in a match.  Otherwise you’ll take such a beating you’ll never know what hit you,” Alec said reasonably.
 
   “I am the grandasteusse,” Hope said hotly.  “I must learn, and you must teach me.”
 
   I must teach you? Must? Alec questioned.  A good leader should be able to lead their subjects to seek the proper outcome, not order them, he cautioned.
 
   I am ordering you, Hope replied.  You’ve tried to lead me to listen to your slow approach, and it has gotten you nowhere.
 
   Bauer shook his head at the exchange.
 
   “If I beat you, will you do this my way?” Alec asked.
 
   “I know you’ll beat me,” Hope answered.
 
   “If I beat you before your blade ever touches me, will you do this my way?” Alec asked.
 
   “Maybe my blade won’t touch you the first time, but the second time it will,” Hope stubbornly shot back.
 
   “I admire your tenacity and determination, but you must learn the importance of good judgment as well,” Alec tried to be reasonable.
 
   In reply Hope sprang at him, thrusting her sword towards him without warning.
 
   Alec’s Warrior abilities reflexively kicked in, and his sword rose swiftly, knocking her sword from her hand, then Alec engaged his Spirit and Air powers, and used the Air energy to lift her off her feet, and to press her arms tightly against her side.  He focused all his attention on the girl, and began to direct tiny tendrils of air to untie her padding, which then drifted away from her as she floated and looked at him in stunned silence.   Satisfied that she had learned a lesson, he lowered her to the ground, and floated her sword back over into the palm of his hand, so that he could offer it back to her.
 
   “Extraordinary!  Who are you?” a voice asked from behind him.  “What have you done?”
 
   Alec started to turn, only to see Hope thrust her sword towards him again in another stab.  He knocked the sword away again, and lifted her high into the room, holding her against the ceiling with his Air powers.  That was beneath you, he told her sternly.  It was dishonorable.
 
   “I am Alec, the former Duke of Valeriane, on my way westward into the mountains,” Alec kept Hope suspended as he turned to look at the man who had spoken.  He was an officer in the Black Guard corps.
 
   The officer was backed by a dozen others from Black Crag, all wearing practice pads as they interrupted their practice to see what the explanation was for the extraordinary events they witnessed, as most of them gazed up at Hope’s position on the ceiling.
 
   “This girl is my new student, I hope,” he glanced up.  “Although we’re off to a rocky start.”
 
   “You’re the man who overthrew the emperor?” the officer asked.
 
   Alec hesitated a split second.  “I did.  I felt it was in the best interest of all.”
 
   “And now you’re just walking away?  You didn’t try to make yourself emperor or rich?” the officer asked.
 
   “No,” Alec shook his head.  “That does not appeal me.”
 
   The officer knelt down on one knee.  “Thank you.”  The men and women behind him knelt as well.
 
   “Stand all of you, please.  I know the value of the guards of Black Crag.  I know the good work you do to keep the caravan road open and the mountain frontier safe.  I live in Ridgeclimb, and we value you.  I am touched by your sign of support,” Alec was embarrassed.
 
   The guards all stood.  “Are you headed back to Ridgeclimb now?” one of the guards, an attractive woman in the back row, asked.
 
   “As soon as we’re ready,” he glanced up at Hope.  Are you ready to come down and behave? he asked.
 
   Please bring me down.  Please, the girl begged with tears in her voice.  I’ll listen to what you say.
 
   Everyone in the room looked up as Hope slowly descended to the ground.  “This is Hope my new student, and this is Bauer, my longtime friend.  They’ll be traveling with me,” he introduced.
 
   “Hope, these are guards of Black Crag.  They are the best warriors in the Avonellene Empire,” he stated to a low murmur of appreciation.  “When I began my quest to help Caitlen regain her throne many years ago, we came first to Black Crag, to recruit the fighters as the foundation of our forces.
 
   “There’s not a one here who would tell you differently than I did just now,” he told her, the girl’s face bright red from the embarrassment of her situation.  “You must be patient to learn how to handle your sword.  Practice is long and tedious and very exact.  And if you follow the path I hope to lead you on, with attentive and extensive practice, you will be able to fight with the best.”
 
   There were nods of agreement in the armory.
 
   “So my lord, how did you make her rise to the ceiling?” someone in the back row asked.
 
   “I have powers that allow me some control of the air; I used it to keep her aloft,” he answered simply.
 
   “Are you going straight to Ridgeclimb?” the officer asked.
 
   “We are; we’ll leave tomorrow unless the weather is too bad,” Alec affirmed.
 
   “I have a favor to ask,” the man said.  “We have a small group of traders, only four, who are determined to start traveling west, even though there’s no caravan ready to go.  They’ve spoken to the commander and hired our squad to escort them to Ridgeclimb.
 
   “If you’re going that direction anyway, would you be willing to take them with you?  I can send just a couple of lads along, instead of the whole squad,” the officer proposed.  “We’ll pay you handsomely to help us; this way not so many will have to go or make the trip back home.  And it’s senseless to hire guards for that stretch of the journey anyway – from Ridgeclimb to here is the safest section of the whole caravan road, I’ve been told by every master who’s led a group across the route.”
 
   Although he knew that unpleasant personalities among the travelers could make the journey a disagreeable experience, Alec felt no reticence in agreeing to the terms of the journey, glad to have an opportunity to provide some extra funds for his clinic while taking a route he was going to take anyway.  After dinner he, Bauer and Hope went to their quarters to turn in for the night.
 
   “We won’t get to stick around here and do any extra sword work, will we Alec?” Bauer asked.
 
   “No, our visit here’s a little shorter than I planned, but we’ll have some extra company on the road, and that will be nice,” Alec agreed.  “Hope, you’ll have to wait until we get to Ridgeclimb, and we’ll start in on proper sword-training there.
 
   “And we’ll have to wait a little longer to be able to relax and share stories,” he told Bauer.  “Once we get to Ridgeclimb and get settled in, there will be time, lots of time.”
 
   The next morning they arrived at the gate early in the morning, and found the rest of their traveling companions ready to go.  The merchants were two burly men, Amos and Aethos, a pair of brothers who seemed identical to Alec, and their much-younger wives, who were kept away from everyone other than the brothers.  They also had a train of a dozen mules, each carrying a substantial pack of goods that the merchants intended to sell in the Twenty Cities at the other end of the trail.  Along with the merchants, looking with some distaste upon their charges, were two members of the Black Crag guard squad from the previous night; Andi and Marva were the two youngest members of the squad, and Alec shared a sympathetic grin with them when he recognized them – Andi was the woman who had asked the question the night before.  They were attractive girls, and he wondered what would have driven them to join the rough and tumble life of the Black Crag forces; Marva was so dark-complexioned that he thought she might be from the unconquered races that lived in the tropics to the south of Avonellene, while Andi had golden skin that seemed like she carried a permanent suntan, with full cheeks and a sprinkling of freckles below a surprising thatch of short blond hair.
 
   “My name is Alec and I will be leading our journey to Ridgeclimb,” he announced himself in front of the small assembly, as they gathered on the sunny side of the walled city.  “Our journey will take about seven days, depending on conditions we run into and depending on the speed of your mules,” he looked at the merchants.  “The road is relatively safe and flat from here to Ridgeclimb.
 
   “We’ll need a daily rotation of cooking duties and guard duty.  Just to get the cooking duties begun, Bauer will go first, today, Marva, you can go tomorrow, and Aethos, you can be the third day cook.  I’ll announce guard duty rotation tonight,” he explained.
 
   “Wait a minute!  I’m not a cook!” Aethos protested.  “I’m a merchant.  You’ll have to make other arrangements.”
 
   “Very well.  We’ll be fasting on the third day.  Anyone who wants to eat that day will need to make their own meals,” Alec said in a dangerously level voice.
 
   “Perhaps,” spoke up Amos, “we’ve all misunderstood what the plan is.  We’ve not made this journey before.  Shouldn’t there be a cook provided by the management?  We’ll do our share of the labor, but we didn’t expect this,” he seemed reasonable as he held his hand on his brother’s shoulder.
 
   “If you were traveling in an organized caravan, you would be able to rely on having the option of paying the leader to provide your meals for you.  But this is not a caravan, and you have not paid for meals,” Alec answered.  “I’m just a traveler who is taking you along with me, and these two guards are hired to protect your safety.  We’ll cook your meals for you from the supplies you’ve brought for yourself, just as you’ll cook our meals for us from our supplies when it’s your turn,” he explained.
 
   “We don’t have our own food supplies; we thought that was to be taken care of by the management,” Amos spoke in sincere shock.
 
   Alec turned to look at the two guards, who shrugged their shoulders in ignorance of the circumstances.  “Would you like for me to thrash them for you, my lord?” Andi asked in a sincere tone.  She clearly wanted to make a good impression on him, Alec could see.
 
   “No, they’ll settle themselves in,” he assured her with a kindly pat on the shoulder.
 
   In the end, the start of the journey was delayed until mid-afternoon so that the merchants were given time to grumblingly go around among the vendors of Black Crag and purchase food supplies for themselves, and then fodder for their animals.  The result was that they started out walking directly into the sunlight, squinting at the bright sunshine that contrasted with the bitterly cold wind blowing into their faces.
 
   That night they camped in a spot with little shelter from the wind, until Alec covertly used his powers to redirect the breezes around them.  Bauer’s camp fire brightened the scene as darkness fell, and the group instinctively circled around the flames.
 
   “Why would a pretty young girl like you choose to follow the dashing leader out into the wilderness, or do I need to ask?” Amos asked Hope as he stood next to the young lokasenna.
 
   She turned and stared at him momentarily.  I do not like the thoughts this one has, she telepathically told Alec.
 
   “She wishes to learn something of the world.  She is from a small village, and her guardian is an old friend, who has asked me to look after her,” Alec answered for the girl as he moved over to stand protectively beside her.
 
   “And why are two merchants making their first caravan trip to the Twenty Cities in the middle of winter?” he asked in return.
 
   “We have been simple merchants all our lives, running the business in Valeriane that our father ran,” Aethos replied.  “Until there was trouble in the city, and our livelihood was taken from us.  So we decided to become traders; we know how to do business,” he stated.
 
   “How was your livelihood taken from you?” Alec asked.  
 
   “The emperor had appointed a Duke, and we did much business with the new duke and his friends.  We sold them many things, we told them how the city and the markets worked, and they thanked us and helped us.  It made other people angry and jealous,” Aethos explained.
 
   “When a new Duke came to town and upset the city, we were attacked and told to leave.  So we gathered everything we had, and we left to take a journey on the caravan road, to go to the strange cities in the west, where we can start over,” he added.  “Our wives are from the Twenty Cities, so we will be able to start fresh,” he finished his story as he gestured towards the two silent girls who stood to the side.
 
   Alec realized that they had been cronies of the false Duke he had expelled from Valeriane.  He could imagine how they had ingratiated themselves with the duke’s cronies, telling them rumors about other merchants, getting the soldiers to eliminate competitors and settle old scores.  And then when Alec had turned the tides, they had been thrown out by their neighbors, he imagined.
 
   “You’re going to learn that the caravan route is not an easy one,” Alec finally responded.  “And you should do your best to avoid any unnecessary difficulties while on the road.
 
   “Hope, you and I will rest over there.  I’ll take the first watch tonight,” he announced.   “Andi, you take the second shift, Bauer, take third shift, and Marva, you’ll get to see the sun come up.”  He wasn’t going to trust the merchant brothers to be the only ones awake at night, he decided on the spot, even if it did mean extra shifts for himself and the others.
 
   “Thank you for your trust, my lord,” Andi told him hours later when he woke her to assume her guard shift.  “I think you’re handling them just right,” she smiled as he crept into his own blankets by Hope and Bauer.
 
   And with that the group settled into a routine of being two separate groups that travelled together and camped together, but had little interaction, other than when Alec or one of the Black Crag guards helped the brothers with some problem, typically a self-created problem that arose from ignorance, laziness, or over-frugality.
 
   The two wives were a mystery to Alec.  The extreme difference between the girls’ ages and their husbands’, their complete isolation from the rest of the group, and the notion that their origins were from the land of the Twenty Cities seemed inexplicable.  The girls were prettier than average, but timid as mice, and the language the husbands used to address the girls was crude and overbearing.  There was no logical explanation that Alec wanted to accept regarding how the wives came to be with the husbands, but he refrained from asking pointed questions, until the fourth day of the journey.
 
   In the middle of the afternoon the group was traveling slower than Alec wanted, a result of the merchants’ continuing inability to properly lead their string of mules.  Dark clouds were on the horizon at noon, and were soon overhead, as the constant mountain breezes began to blow small, hard stinging pieces of ice and snow into their faces.  They were atop a long saddle in the mountains between two peaks, and there was no protection from the elements on any side when the intensity of the storm grew markedly, and Alec realized they needed shelter fast.
 
   “Can you hurry the mules?” he asked Amos.  “We need to get to the next peak to get out of this wind.”
 
   “They’re mules!  They don’t hurry up for any man – not me, not Aethos, and certainly not you!” the man bristled.
 
   Alec took a deep breath.   Time and again the merchants had managed to irritate him, and he knew he needed to restrain his temper.  “I’m not going to hold the others back any longer,” Alec shouted through the wind.  “If you’re not going to move any faster, the rest of us are going to pick up the pace and get to someplace that’s sheltered.  We’ll try to come back to get you once we’re safe.”
 
   “Don’t you dare tell me you’re going to leave us behind!” the man roared, as his brother came up from the rear of the mule train to find out what the shouting was about.
 
   Alec paused.  He knew he was creating an unnecessary conflict; he had the power to project his Air energy over a wide enough arc to protect nearly the whole group.  But he was tired of the obstinacy the two large men had displayed, or even gone out of their way to flaunt, ever since the trip began.
 
   “We’re leaving you behind.  We’ll be back when we can,” Alec said.  “You can send your wives with us if you want them to be safe.”
 
   “And you can leave your little girly ‘ward’ and we’ll have some fun with her,” Aethos shouted back.  “Maybe we’ll just take her anyway.” The large man judged the distance from the other members of the group, and concluded he could isolate Alec before help could arrive.
 
   Aethos drew his sword and swung it wildly at Alec.  With Warrior ingenaire speed, Alec ducked away from the blade and chopped his hand down hard on the back of Aethos’s neck, driving the man into the ground and into unconsciousness.
 
   Amos charged hard at Alec, cracking the whip he used to drive the mules.  Alec ducked beneath the whip and ran at the man, tackling him as the mules continued to walk placidly past in the storm.
 
   They disappeared from the view of the rest of the travelers as a squall blew heavy snow upon them.
 
   “Alec?” Hope called.  “Is he going to be alright?” she asked Bauer.  Her opinion of Alec had risen since their journey in the mountains began.  She appreciated the protection Alec had given her in the face of the inappropriate interest that the merchants had shown.
 
   “I saw him fight a demon once,” Bauer answered.  “Two fat men aren’t a challenge for Alec.”  As he spoke there was a break in the intensity of the snowfall, and Alec walked into view, striding along beside the mules, leading them at a faster pace than they had traveled before, even though two of them now carried the heavy burdens of the unconscious brother merchants.
 
   “Come closer to me,” Alec shouted to the rest of the travelers, principally the skinny wives, who had fallen back behind everyone else during the short skirmish.  The power of the storm was increasing, and he could sense that the body temperatures of everyone present were dropping dangerously.  Alec knew he had to take steps to alleviate the stress they were experiencing; he extended his Air energy in a shallow half shell that dramatically redirected the biting penetration of the storm around them, making even the mules raise their heads in wonder at the instantaneous calm that enveloped them.
 
   “What’s happening?” Andi asked, more fearful of the strange phenomena than she had been of the blizzard. 
 
   “It’s a chance to get to the mountains and find shelter,” Alec answered.  “Let’s keep moving.”
 
   “What’s causing it?  I’ve never heard of anything like it before!” she spoke more softly, walking up next to Alec, her eyes darting in all directions.
 
   “It’s you!  You’re doing it, aren’t you?” Hope said from his other side.
 
   “That’s crazy!  This is something unnatural,” Andi replied.
 
   Keep your tongue still, Alec told her silently.  Use your spirit.
 
   You are doing this aren’t you? She repeated her assertion silently, as a question.
 
   Yes, Alec agreed.
 
   How? The lokasenna asked.
 
   I have many talents, he replied.
 
   But this is so big; you’re tampering with nature, Hope protested.
 
   I’m only using what God has made available in nature, Alec corrected.
 
   Can you do this any time?  Why haven’t you done more of this? She asked.  I’ve been freezing!
 
   Alec turned to her and grinned; he hoped to not need to reveal all his abilities yet, so that the group would continue to move forward without coming to rely on him to make the journey unnaturally easy.
 
   “You are mean!” Hope said aloud and punched his shoulder angrily.
 
   “Here now, you can’t be punching the lord of Ridgeclimb,” Andi protested.
 
   “We need to take advantage of this, whatever it is, and get to some place that will shelter us better,” Alec said loudly.  He walked back along the train of mules, checking each of them for any problems, adjusting bits and cinches, and urging them onward at a greater rate.
 
   An hour later they reached a bend in the road where it began to hug the south side of a cliff, blocking the worst of the wind and the snow, and allowing Alec to cease the use of his energy.  The other side of the pathway was a steep slope downward, giving everyone reason to hug the mountainside to avoid the uneasy vertigo the open space on the left invoked.
 
   Alec kept a continual watch over the two unconscious brothers, and observed that they each regained awareness within a few minutes of one another.  They slid off their rides on the opposite side of the mule train from Alec and muttered to each other for several minutes in an angry tone, but kept their distance from him.
 
   As the sun began to fall, Alec brought the travelers to a halt, and told everyone to begin to prepare for the night.  “Why are we stopping now?  We could keep moving with the sunlight?” Amos spoke to him for the first time, while Aethos edged away from him.
 
   “We’re just about to turn back into the wind,” Alec answered, “and I don’t think we want to be out exposed to the wind when night falls and we have to make camp.
 
   “And there won’t be a camp fire tonight, we won’t be able to find enough tinder and wood around here to burn, so use all the blankets and wraps you have,” he added unnecessarily.
 
   “We stop early, there’s no fire, and you beat us both when we’re paying your way,” Amos said.  “It’s time we put you back in your place.”
 
   Alec!  Help! Hope called, and Alec whirled to see that Aethos held the girl tightly, with a knife against her throat.
 
   Hold still, Alec answered, and then he astonished the entire group that was watching the tableau as he disappeared from view.  A second later, as each person other than Bauer reacted with loud astonishment, Aethos gave a strangled cry then closed his eyes, and as his arm slumped away from Hope’s neck, a knife suddenly flew across the camp space to land firmly in Amos’s chest.  Without a sound, Amos fell  to the ground, and Alec reappeared behind Hope, a bloody sword in his hand.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked, wiping his blade on Aethos’s cloak, then sheathing it.
 
   Bauer rushed over to the pair and enveloped Hope in his arms, as the girl began to cry.  “I should have shifted shape and run away,” she sobbed to Bauer, “but I was frozen – too scared to do it.  And now those men are dead because I didn’t act fast enough.”
 
   Bauer looked over the girl’s head at Alec, who stood up, and nodded for him to assure the girl she wasn’t responsible.
 
   “I’m responsible for using the blades,” Alec told her, “not you.
 
   “And they were responsible for threatening violence against you.  You didn’t cause that.  These were bad men; it was our misfortune to travel with them,” he assured her.  Alec placed his hand on her head, and used his Spiritual energy to offer her consolation.  You are the victim, not the criminal, and my God does not hold you to blame for this, he assured her.
 
   Andi and Marva came cautiously over.  “What are you?” Marva asked.  “How did you do that?”
 
   “I am an ingenaire,” Alec replied, “and I have special abilities.  There aren’t many people of my race here in this part of the world.”
 
   “I know I saw what you did in the armory at Black Crag, and we both know the legends about you in the wars of succession for the empress, but I never thought I’d see something like that,” Marva said.
 
   Alec gave a gentle smile, then saw past her, where the two newly widowed girls stood next to each other, on the far side of the mules, looking from Alec to each of the bodies of their suddenly deceased husbands.  He gave a sigh.  “Excuse me,” he told the other four, then walked calmly over to the girls.
 
   “I am sorry that this has happened to your family.  We mean you no harm; you have done none of us wrong, and we will help you in any way we can,” he assured them.
 
   There was a long silence.  “They were awful men, monsters,” one of the two said, Alec unable to distinguish them from each other.  “They would have killed us sooner or later after they were done using us.  Our family never would have sold us to them if they had known how bad those men were.
 
   “Thank you,” the girl said unexpectedly, giving Alec pause.
 
   “Can we move to a new place?  I don’t want to stay near them,” the other girl asked.
 
   Alec looked about, seeing no easy way to bury the two bodies, although the amount of loose stones sticking up through the snow persuaded him they could pile a cairn over the dead men.  “Let’s cover their bodies, and then we can move a little further,” Alec agreed.
 
   He instructed the group to gather together stones as he and Bauer moved the two bodies together on a small shelf of stone just below the edge of the trail.  They worked for nearly an hour and soon had the bodies covered to Alec’s satisfaction.
 
   “Alright, we’re going to keep moving,” Alec told the assembled group, even though the sky was dark and the wind still howled.   He used his Light powers to create a glow around them and in front of them, touched each of them using his Healer powers to warm their body temperatures, then finally called upon his Air abilities to recreate the protective shield to keep the blizzard’s worst effects off of them.
 
   Alec, you’ve grown tremendously, Bauer told him.
 
   The group started moving again, Marva and Andi assigned to keep the mules moving satisfactorily, as Alec led the way, intensifying the light in front of them that illuminated the path they followed.  For an hour the group moved along the slick and slippery caravan road, Alec instructing Hope to pick up any random pieces of wood she saw along the way, so that when they stopped the second time to set up their campsite for the night, Alec lit a fire that they were able to use for cooking and warmth.
 
   When the time came to prepare to sleep for the night, Alec received the biggest surprise of the dramatic ending to the day.  He was talking to Andi, who listened to his every word with reverence, setting the guard rotation, when he observed the two widows begin talking to Hope; in the dim light of the campfire, Alec could see the lokasenna’s mouth hanging open in surprise, then to his surprise she waved her arm in a gesture, and the girls picked up his sleeping covers, and took the blankets with them to a separate sleeping spot.
 
   What is happening? He paused his conversation with Andi and addressed the question to Hope.
 
   I think you need to ask them, she said enigmatically.
 
   With a sigh, Alec left Andi and trudged over to the dim area where the girls were busily spreading their blankets.  “Why did you move my bedding over here?” he asked.
 
   “We are married to you now, so we will need to sleep with you,” one girl said.
 
   “No!  That’s not right,” Alec said hastily.
 
    “The other girl doesn’t seem to mind losing you to us.  If you only want to sleep with one of us at a time we can take turns,” the other girl said.
 
   “The merchants bought us to be wives for them.  You killed them – you get all their belongings, including us,” the first girl said.  “If you don’t take us, we’ll have no one to care for us; that’s the rule of our land.”
 
   Alec rocked back as he considered the logic they used.  “What are your names?” he asked, stalling for time to figure out how to address his predicament.
 
   “I’m Stacha, and this is Racha,” the second girl answered.
 
   Alec looked up and down the line of mules, making sure that all the animals were secured.  “Everything looks all set back here; did you settle all the animals in place?” he asked.
 
   “We did,” Racha affirmed.
 
   “Then if everything is secure, let’s go sleep up front with everyone else tonight – just sleep,” he affirmed, “and we can talk tomorrow about our situation.”
 
   “If that is your command, that’s what we’ll do,” one of them said, and the three of them walked forward with their bundles of covers.
 
   “It’s not a command, just a suggestion,” Alec muttered to himself.
 
   As they all placed their blankets near everyone else by the campfire, Alec saw Hope whispering to Marva.  You know what they think, don’t you? he asked Hope.
 
   Yes, oh luckiest of men! the girl laughingly replied, the humor in her thoughts evident.  She said one thing more to Marva and they both laughed, as Andi walked up to them.  There was more whispering, and then Andi looked closely at Alec and the widows, a worried look on her face.
 
   The next morning, after breakfast, the group broke camp, and Alec asked Stacha and Racha to walk along with him at the front of the traveling expedition.  The blizzard had ceased during the night, and the morning was bright and beautiful, though frigidly cold.  Alec used his Air powers to blow the snow and the drifts out of their path as they journeyed towards Ridgeclimb.  They had two long days of travel ahead of them Alec estimated, but without a blizzard and without the poisonous merchants, the journey seemed likely to be smooth the rest of the way.
 
   Alec had a proposal to make to the girls, one that he hoped would address the question of what the next step would be once they reached the clinic and settled in.
 
   “Now that Amos and Aethos are gone, the mules and all the goods they carry belong to you,” Alec began.
 
   “No, they belong to you, just as we do,” Stacha answered.  Stacha, he believed, was the one whose face and figure were slightly fuller, with cheeks that were not so lean as Racha’s.
 
   “What city do you come from?” Alec asked, deciding to take a different approach.
 
   “Valeriane,” Racha answered.
 
   “Before that, when you lived in the Twenty Cities, which one was your home?”
 
   “We lived in Stanfell,” Racha answered.
 
   “Would you like to go back to Stanfell, to return to your family there?” Alec questioned.
 
   “If that’s where you want to take us, we will go there with you.   Have you ever been there before?” Racha questioned.
 
   “Have you seen the Great Tower?  It’s the tallest building in Stanfell, maybe in the whole Twenty Cities,” Stacha chimed in.
 
   “We never saw anything as tall in Valeriane,” Racha agreed.
 
   “Would your family be happy to see you return to live there?” Alec asked.
 
   “Momma would be happy, and proud, if we came back with such a handsome husband,” Racha answered, as Stacha nodded her head in agreement.
 
   “What if I didn’t come back with you to the Twenty Cities, to Stanfell?” Alec asked, the name of the unknown city falling awkwardly from his lips.
 
   “We would bring shame on our family if we were rejected and sent back.  We’re no longer virgins you know, so we can’t be sold again,” Stacha answered matter-of-factly.
 
   “Okay, we’ll talk about this further once we get to Ridgeclimb,” Alec decided to drop the topic for the time being.
 
   “Leave his lordship along now.  He needs his time to plan our journey,” Andi abruptly inserted herself into the conversation, shooing the girls away from Alec, after having listened to Stacha’s comments.
 
    “What gives you all your powers?” Andi asked after lunch, as they continued climbing towards a pass at a high elevation, the highest altitude they would reach before Ridgeclimb.
 
   “I was born in a land where some people are gifted with ingenaire abilities,” Alec answered,  “And then, over the years, I discovered how to acquire more special skills,” he said, thinking of the amulet that allowed him to physically enter the energy realm.  “So I gained some extra abilities that seemed valuable over the years.”
 
   “How many years?” Andi asked.  “I have a bet with Marva about how old you are.”
 
   Alec grinned.  “I am around five hundred years old, but some of that doesn’t count, so I’ve probably lived more than three hundred years, and only a little over a hundred in this land.  You pick whichever one helps you win the bet.”
 
   Andi’s face was blank.
 
   “So who wins the bet?” Alec asked.
 
   “I don’t think either of us do,” Andi mumbled.
 
   They traveled on that day until shortly after nightfall, then rose early the next day and started again.  The mules were much more cooperative for Alec than they had ever been for Amos or his brother, and the journey was a smooth one.
 
   As darkness fell on the final day of their trip, Alec felt sure that they only had a few miles left to reach Ridgeclimb.  “We’ll keep on going,” he walked back along the line, informing each of his fellow travelers on the grueling journey.  “We’ll have a comfortable place to lay our heads tonight,” he promised them.
 
   Three hours later Alec’s Light illumination faintly shone on the distant structure, leaving Alec puzzled over why no windows were lit.  He jogged ahead of the caravan to look closer and prepare the return, only to stop in sudden fear.  “Hold back!  Don’t come any closer!” he shouted behind him.
 
   Bauer, Hope, tell Andi and Marva to draw weapons, he sent an additional message.  The clinic has been attacked.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12 – Assault at Ridgeclimb
 
    
 
   Although tired from the long day’s journey, Alec engaged his Warriors powers along with his Light and Spiritual powers, then sent a small, bright ball of light floating along the front of Ridgeclimb’s structure, examining the building from his position many yards away.  The shutters over the windows had been pried away, and broken glass littered the ground in front of the windows.  The gate to the courtyard lay on the ground, and a sooty shadow surrounded one forlorn window upstairs.
 
   Alec allowed the ball of light to move about the building, giving him time to try to absorb the shock of what he saw.  His Spiritual powers sensed the presence of several people huddled together far inside the building, fearful people, presumably the survivors of whatever disaster had befallen his home.  No other presence came within his senses.
 
   “Hello Ridgeclimb,” he shouted loudly.  “It’s me, Alec, returned from the east.”
 
   He split his ball of light into two parts, leaving one hanging outside the building where his traveling group could see it, while the other ball of light preceded him into the clinic.
 
   Whatever attack had taken place, it had been some time ago; the floors inside had been swept, and an effort to superficially clean the bloody smears on the wall had taken place.
 
   “Hello, it’s me, Alec.  I’m back,” he shouted as he cautiously walked down the chilly hallway.  He descended down a short flight of stairs, and stopped in front of a closed door.
 
   “It’s me, Alec.  I’m coming in.  Don’t do anything,” he cautioned as he pushed the door open, and let his ball of light float into the room as he stood in the doorway, senses alert.
 
   Inside he saw a dozen people huddled together behind a flimsy barricade of furniture.
 
   “What is that light?”
 
   “It is Alec!”
 
   “Be careful, it may be a trick.”
 
   No, that’s Alec.  He’s back at last!”
 
   “Thank the spirits!”
 
   What’s that light?”
 
   People started to emerge from behind the furniture, and Alec recognized a pair of his assistants.  Half the people stayed stationary behind the table as the others came out, and Alec realized they were injured.
 
   “Is there any danger at the moment?  How long ago was the attack?” Alec asked as he pressed forward to see the injured.
 
   “Two weeks ago, Lord Alec,” a healer in training, Mirren, answered.
 
   Hope, Bauer, bring everyone forward.  There’s no attack now, he sent the message to the travelers.
 
   “Can someone get a fire started to warm things up?” he asked.
 
   He knelt by the injured people.  “Give me a couple of minutes to care for these people,” he asked, gesturing vaguely to clear the room, then dropped his Warrior powers and called on his Healer powers, using a thin thread of power as he tried to maintain his Light and Spiritual energies as well.
 
   The wounds were severe.  If these people had survived two weeks in such conditions with wounds of such severity, they had suffered a great deal of pain.  “I’m going to put out my light,” he warned people both verbally and mentally, then withdrew his use of the other energies so that he could focus solely on his Healing powers, and began to treat the patients in the room, going from one to the other until all were recovered.
 
   “Are there any other injured who need to be treated?” Alec asked.
 
   “Out in the stable we have some people,” another of the assistant healers, Michar, told him.
 
   Alec returned to his Light powers, filling the room with light as he stood to a chorus of thanks.  “I’ll go to the stables to treat those people.  I’ve returned with other travelers; they’ll be here in a minute, he announced.  “Mirren, come with me and tell me what has happened.  Start lighting lanterns and candles to brighten this place up,” he told the others in the room.
 
   “What have you become, master?” Mirren asked him as soon as they were in the hallway.
 
   “I am the same as I’ve always been.  I’ve just never needed to do so much here before,” he told the round-faced girl with the black hair.  He said no more as his mind continued to circle in shock.
 
   “Who did this?  Why?” Alec asked several steps later.
 
   “There were a dozen men and women who came one evening, shortly before sunset.  They were looking for Kriste, who was at the clinic that afternoon, and they just slaughtered us to get her.  They fought like no one I’ve ever seen before!  They broke in and we couldn’t even see their weapons, they fought so fast.  Our people tried to protect Kriste, but we didn’t stand a chance,” Mirren told her tale.  “Then they took her and were on their way just after sunset.”
 
   Alec was shocked by the tale of Ajacii launching such an attack to take a random girl hostage.  He couldn’t fathom why they would come all the way to Ridgeclimb for Kriste.  It had to be the Ajacii; no one else could have fought into and through the clinic building so quickly.  He thought he had a good understanding with the warrior people of the village, a relationship that allowed him to understand them, and he could not understand what would prompt such unnecessary violence.
 
   “They took Kriste, and no one else?” he asked.
 
   “Just her.  Once they had her they took a pair of horses from our stables, threw her up on one horse, and put a pack of stolen supplies on the other, and then they just started on the road, headed west.  We found Kriste’s brother, Jasel, down on their farm, badly injured, and carried him back up here.  You just healed him,” the girl told Alec.
 
   He had been so upset by what he had found that Alec hadn’t even realized who he had healed, he realized.  He tried to put together the random thoughts that were shooting through his mind as they reached the stables, and Mirren led him to the stalls where injured people laid.  Andi was leading the mules into the stables as well, he realized.
 
   “Marva, come join me,” he ordered, and the Black Crag guard came trotting over quickly, her sword still drawn.
 
   “You can put the blade away,” he told her as he knelt by the first person he began to heal.
 
   “Mirren, you say the attackers fought like nothing you ever saw before, and then they went west?  West, you’re sure?” he asked, suddenly realizing the inconsistency of Ajacii coming from the east, and then going on to the west.
 
   “Yes, they went west.  One of our people heard them mention that they were on their way to the Twenty Cities for more captives, and they had a long, long way to go after that,” she insisted.
 
   “Marva, hold this boy for me,” Alec directed, as he moved to a young boy who was writhing in pain.  The guard knelt next to him and wrapped her arms around the boy in a maternal manner, calming him before Alec released his energy to heal the terrible burns that covered much of his legs.
 
   “You do miracles without end!” Marva exclaimed as she looked at the fresh pink skin that faded to a healthy tint as Alec administered his energy, causing the boy’s whimpers to cease.  He looked up at Marva, then snuggled closely in against her and closed his eyes.
 
   “Stay with him,” Alec instructed softly, then moved on to the next patient.  Within minutes he had healed three more patients, but knew that his capacity to use much more of his ingenaire talents was nearly at an end for the night.
 
   “How many more wounded do we have?” he asked.  His ball of light was flickering, and his skin was gray, causing Mirren to look at him with concern.
 
   “There are six more, lord,” she answered.  “They’re around the corner.”
 
   “What is the worst case there?” Alec asked.
 
   “We had to amputate a girl’s arms, both of them, and there is infection, despite everything we’ve tried to dose her with,” Mirren answered.  “The others are not so bad.”
 
   “Let me give them each a touch of healing for tonight, and we can tend to them tomorrow when I’m refreshed,” Alec spoke mostly to himself.
 
   “Can we do these things?  Can you teach us to carry out miracles with a touch?” Mirren asked.  “We could take some of the strain off of you.”
 
   “This is something beyond what can be taught,” Alec said.  “I try to teach all of you as much as I can to help you heal as much as you can, but this is not something one is taught.”
 
   Mirren continued to look at Alec with shining eyes of admiration, as Marva joined them, carrying a lantern that someone had given her.
 
   “The little one is asleep, sound asleep,” she told Alec.
 
   “Thank you for attending him,” Alec told her.  “Mirren, show me where the other patients are, then take Marva and show her where to lead our guests for the night, after them put their mules up.”
 
   Mirren showed Alec where to go, then the two young women left him alone with his sputtering light and the six patients, all of whom were awake, and all of whom looked at him from their straw pallets.
 
   “I’m here to help you,” Alec told them.
 
   “You can help me die,” one voice spoke bitterly, and Alec knew it was the girl who had lost her arms.
 
   He started at the other end of the line, away from the girl, sending gentle streams of healing powers into each patient, helping to fight infections or mend injuries slightly, trying to take away the worst of their pain as he worked his way at last to the girl without arms.  Alec recognized her, as he recognized nearly every patient he had visited this night.  Now that he was coming out of his shock, he was cognizant of who the people were that he was there to help.  This girl was Trevia’s daughter, Ingenia, the one who Trevia had complained to Alec about as an unmannered teenager.
 
   “Just let me die,” she moaned.  “I can’t even feed myself.  Let me die.”
 
   Alec called upon the last reserves of energy he could muster, and began to release them into Ingenia.  “We’ll keep you alive, and we’ll heal your wounds.  Just be patient and have faith,” he told her.
 
   “You can’t heal these!” she held her stumps up before his face.  He reached up wearily and grabbed one, then unwrapped the bandages.  The stump was clean, after he had forced his energies to remove the infection and heal the flesh.
 
   “I will heal them tomorrow or the next day,” he said solemnly, then released the arm and slumped down onto the floor.  “I’m worn out from healing now, but tomorrow I’ll finish this, I promise.”  He leaned his head back against the wooden side of the stall they were in, and closed his eyes.
 
   There was so much pain and destruction, and there was no possible explanation.  He had put decades into building security and peace in this settlement, giving the people of the region and the travelers on the caravan highway a sense that civilization could exist even in the middle of the rugged mountains.  Then, for no reason, some band of rogues had come and torn away the sheet of tranquility and harmed so many lives.  He wondered if he had done anyone in the mountains any good through his efforts, or if he had simply led them astray into a false sense of security.
 
   “I believe you,” Ingenia said softly.  “I believe you can grow new hands and arms for me.”
 
   Alec smiled, pleased to hear the affirmation of trust, and then fell asleep, exhausted from his ingenaire labors.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13 – Healing at the Clinic
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke there were a blanket and two bodies draped over him keeping him warm.  Stacha and Racha were on either side of him, cuddled against him beneath separate blankets; their eyes were closed, and their foreheads were calm and smooth, while they each had the hint of a smile on their lips as they slept.  He shook his head at the notion of the two girls, people who had been sold and used abominably, now attaching themselves to him.  They deserved his protection and they would receive it as he tried to figure out how to give them some sense of self-worth and independence.  That, however, was a long way down his list of priorities at the moment.
 
   He rose from beneath the girls, both of them limply slumping into the spot he vacated, staying asleep as he stood over them and looked around.
 
   Ingenia was awake, and her eyes were watching him.  He walked over to her, and saw that Andi stood on guard in the doorway, a frown on her face as her eyes shifted to the sleeping girls in his spot.  He gave the Black Crag guard a wave of thanks, then knelt beside the wooden frame and mattress that provided Ingenia’s bedding.  He placed his hand on her head and sent a stream of healing energy into her body, not to begin the monumental task of growing her new limbs, but to heal all the other maladies that had occupied her body in her period of stress and shock.
 
   “Is this it?  Are you going to give me back hands now?” she asked him as she felt the vitality spreading through her body.
 
   “Not yet,” Alec said.  “That will be a taxing task; I want to heal these other folks first, and make sure we don’t have any other emergencies I need to deal with first.”  He saw the disappointment, and then distrust, appear in her eyes.
 
   “When I use my energy to give you back your hands, it will take everything I have to carry out,” he explained.  “I won’t be any good to do anything else afterwards, so I want to make sure there’s nothing I need to do that can’t wait another day.  I will serve you, and give you all the power I have to use,” he pledged.
 
   “You promise?” she asked.
 
   “I promise,” he affirmed, then rose to his full height, and left to heal the other patients who were suffering in the stables, treating them all, and then felt himself starting to wear down already.  He had used so much power the day before that his labors today were already beginning to stretch his abilities.
 
   “Andi,” he said as he stepped away from the last patient he healed, “Have you slept tonight?”
 
   “No, my lord,” she answered alertly, dark rings around her eyes, though she looked at him brightly.
 
   “Thank you for serving watch duty.  Let’s go see what the situation is and what needs to be done,” he requested as he gave her a small stream of Healing energy, and she fell in step beside him as they left the stable doorway and walked out into the yard.  The morning sunlight felt warm as they walked over to the door to the main building, and stepped inside.
 
   Many members of the staff were industriously working inside, still repairing damage to door frames.  “Where’s Partre?” Alec asked one apprentice he recognized, hoping to find that his senior assistant was organizing the recovery of the clinic.
 
   “Partre was the first one they killed,” the boy told Alec.
 
   “Who’s in charge now?” Alec asked, shaking his head over the loss of the man who had been so capable as a healer and as an administrator.  He felt a lump rise in his throat as he thought of all that Partre had done, and all that he had been capable of doing.
 
   Grile is now,” the boy answered.  “He’s down in the root cellar, checking supplies,” he anticipated Alec’s next question.
 
   “Do you know where Marva, Bauer and Hope are?” Alec turned to ask Andi.
 
   “They’re upstairs in the loft,” the apprentice answered that question as well.
 
   Alec sent Andi up to the loft to check on their friends and then to sleep, then went down the stairs to the root cellar, where Grile and Mirren were each starting to carry a bag of potatoes up the steps.  Alec took the bag from Mirren and joined the two upstairs in the kitchen.  “I’m glad you stepped up and took control of Ridgeclimb,” Alec told the young man.
 
   “We’re so sorry we didn’t protect it better for you,” Grile protested.
 
   “I can’t imagine that you could have done more.  I built it strong enough to withstand an attack by regular highway robbers, but not by a dozen Ajacii or Warrior ingenairii,” Alec assured him.  “This is not your fault.”
 
   “Ingenairii?  I think that’s what they called themselves; I’m sure that’s the word they used,” Mirren spoke up.
 
   “There are no ingenairii in this part of the world,” Alec said sharply.  “I’m the only one.”
 
   “If you say so master,” Mirren backed down hastily.
 
   “You’re sure that’s the word they used?” he asked again.
 
   “They said, ‘it seems like a waste of ingenairii energy to fight this lot,’” Mirren replied.  “That was right after they just murdered people right and left, after Partre met them at the door and told them that the clinic was a sanctuary they could not enter to take people against their will.”
 
   “And they went west?” Alec reconfirmed what he had heard the night before.
 
   “We saw their tracks go that way,” Grile confirmed.  “We were afraid to try to follow them.”
 
   They heard a clatter on the other side of the kitchen, and saw Jasel placing food items in a large sack.
 
   “What’s up Jasel?” Mirren asked.
 
   The large farm boy looked up and saw them standing.  “Master Alec, thank you for the healing last night.  I feel good.  I’m ready to go now; that’s why I’m packing,” he answered.
 
   “Are you going back to the farm?” Grile asked.
 
   “No, I’m going to go find Kriste and bring her back home,” Jasel spoke with steely resolve.
 
   “Where are you going to go?” Alec asked.
 
   “West, I’ll just keep going west, to the land of lacertii,” Jasel replied.  “I heard them say they would have an easy trip until they got to the lacertii.”
 
   “Don’t go just yet,” Alec spoke authoritatively.  “I know the land of the lacertii, and I know the ingenairii,” he said.  “And none of this makes any sense.  I want to gather everything we know about what these attackers said and did, so that we understand what happened here.  
 
   “And then, I’ll go with you to rescue Kriste,” he concluded.
 
   Jasel’s eyes lit up.  “You will?  You’ll go with me?”
 
   “I will, but not this moment.  I have to make sure everything here is in order, and I have to settle things with the companions who came with me,” Alec said.  “I don’t have any idea how far we’re going to have to go, but it could take weeks,” he added.  “So let’s take time to make sure we do it right.”
 
   “Master,” Grile spoke up.  “Mirren said many fabulous things about what you did last night.  I’m sorry I was sleeping; I’ve been so worn down with all we’ve been doing.
 
   “What are your abilities?  How did you get them?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve had most of my abilities since the day I began to build Ridgeclimb, and actually for many years before that,” Alec answered.
 
   “I am an ingenaire, from a far-away land called the Dominion; a few people in the empire have noticed my slight accent,” he said with a self-deprecating smile.  “I have many abilities, but I’ve never had to use them overtly here at the clinic before.  We have built a good community without needing to have ingenaire energy in constant use,” he told the three listeners.
 
   “There you are!” Stacha said brightly, wandering into the kitchen with her sister, followed immediately by Hope, Bauer, and Marva.
 
   After introductions were made, they all moved to the dining room and sat around the largest of the communal tables, as Jasel, Grile, and Mirren gave a repeat recitation of what had happened and been said.  Marva gave a report that her impromptu inspection of Ridgeclimb indicated that other than glass for the windows, most of the structural damage had been fixed.  Mirren spoke at length about what they had done to fix the damage they had suffered.
 
   “I’ve promised Jasel that I will go with him in search of his sister, and the people who kidnapped her,” Alec revealed to his traveling companions at last.  “We may have to go all the way to the Twenty Cities to find them,” he indicated, “given the long lead they have.”
 
   “But they won’t be able to travel through the snow as well as we will,” Hope interjected.  “You’ll be able to block the blizzards, and clear the snow from the road, or light up our path, so we’ll be able to travel much faster than them.”
 
   “Oh husband, we’ll be able to introduce you to mother when we reach the Twenty Cities!” Racha said brightly.  “She’ll be astonished at how handsome and strong our mate is.”
 
   “Hope!  You can’t go on this trip!  It’s far too dangerous.  Ailse did not put you under my protection so that I could take you on a crazy trip to the Twenty Cities.  You’ll stay here with Bauer to watch over you at Ridgeclimb, and wait until I come back in the spring,” Alec hotly contested.
 
   “And as for you two, you have to stop calling me husband, and you have to understand that I can’t take either of you on this trip either,” he added as he faced the two widows.
 
   “But you’ll certainly take us,” an unfamiliar voice spoke from the door on the far side of the room.
 
   Alec looked over and saw an unfamiliar trio, a man and a pair of women, whose appearance struck some chord in the distant recesses of his memory.  “That’s the merchant who had to withdraw from the last caravan because of an illness, the Lady Grean,” Grile murmured, “and her two companions, Gwen and Alfred Graze.
 
   “They’ve been our guests ever since.  We’d be very happy to see them on their way,” he added.
 
   “We haven’t formulated any plans for the journey yet,” Alec said flatly, hoping to cut off the merchant from pressing into the conversation.  “After we make some decisions, we’ll let you know.”
 
   The large woman stood in the doorway, glaring balefully at Alec, until Mrs. Graze gently tugged her sleeve, and they left the vicinity.
 
   “Where were we?” Alec asked rhetorically, trying to come to regain his train of thought.
 
   “We were talking about our trip to the Twenty Cities,” Hope said helpfully.
 
   “Jasel and my trip to the Cities,” Alec corrected.
 
   “You have to take us; you can’t abandon your wives!” Stacha protested.
 
   And you promised the grandasteur you’d keep me with you, Hope added silently.
 
   “You’ll need a pair of swords to help you,” Marva also chimed in.
 
   “This is not a pleasure jaunt!” Alec said loudly.  “You all know what we put up with just traveling from Black Crag to here.  We’ll have worse blizzards and weather for a much longer journey on the way to Oolitan.  Plus we’re going to face a battle against a dozen ingenairii if we aren’t careful.  And then we’ll have to come back from wherever we are, if we’re still alive.”
 
   “Count me in,” Bauer said after several seconds of silence.
 
   The others at the table grinned at his response.
 
   “Let’s take them with us,” Jasel said unexpectedly.  “If it’s going to be such a tough trip, we’re going to need extra hands to help with the camps and the chores and the work to get there.”
 
   “We’ll be able to travel much faster if we take just ourselves,” Alec answered.
 
   “Husband, are you going to leave us here, stranded?” Stacha asked.
 
   “I,” he paused, “don’t know exactly what to do with the two of you,” he told her.
 
   “And I’m not your husband,” he added.
 
   You’ll be able to communicate with Bauer and I whenever you need, from wherever you are, no matter who else is there, Hope commented.  We will be valuable for you to take along.
 
   “If you’re going to take so many with you to the Twenty Cities, you should take the merchant.  You can use her wagon to help haul your supplies,” Grile attempted to sound nonchalant as he lobbied for Alec to take the abrasive personality of Lady Grean away from Ridgeclimb.
 
   “Do you all realize what you’re suggesting?” Alec felt ganged up on.  “The merchant and her two companions, Hope and Bauer, the widows, the Black Crag guards, Jasel and myself – that’s eleven people trying to travel the caravan road, in the winter, without a caravan leader.  Our purpose is to try to catch up with a band of Warrior ingenairii and rescue a kidnapped girl.  Those two things aren’t compatible.”
 
   “With our swords and supplies and support, and your magic abilities, we should travel pretty fast – faster than the ingenairees,” Marva stumbled over the last word.  “We can be disguised as just a small caravan until we need to take action, and our opponents will never know what happened to them.”
 
   Alec looked around the table.
 
   Take them, Alec, a voice whispered inside his head.
 
   Alec looked at both Hope and Bauer; Did either of you just speak to me? He asked, not recognizing the spiritual tones he had heard.
 
   Not me, each answered simultaneously.
 
   Alec, this journey is for them too.  Take them, the voice urged him.
 
   Who are you? Alec asked, sending his voice out into the ether, seeking the unknown presence that had spoken to him.
 
   I am John Mark.  You must take these companions with you, the voice answered.
 
   John Mark?! Prophet, how sweet your voice is to hear!  Alec looked upward, focusing on nothing, ignorant of the silence in the room as everyone looked at him.  Where have you been?  Why must they come?  Who has taken Kriste?  Are they ingenairii?
 
   More will be revealed to you in time, Alec.  You remain a powerful tool of your Lord.  Take these others with you on your journey, the prophet answered.
 
   And then what? Alec asked.  What will happen?
 
   He waited for several seconds, but heard no more from the voice of the prophet.
 
   Alec blinked his eyes, then shook his head, shaking off the astonishment of hearing the holy voice that had provided such guidance to him in past times of his life, yet had been absent for so many years.
 
   “Alright, we’ll all travel together,” he said, making the people around the table grin and thump the table in celebration.
 
   “We’ll plan to leave tomorrow morning.  Grile, you go tell your merchant friend that she’s going, and she’s going on our terms.  Go to Grable in the village and ask him to apply his carpentry skills to add lockers for storage around the merchant’s wagon,” Alec directed.  “Stacha, you and Racha and I will go through all the goods on your mules and see what we can leave here and what we need to take.
 
   “Mirren, you work with Hope and Bauer and Marva to pack supplies for eleven people to travel for five, no, make it six weeks,” he added as he stood.  “We’ll use the mules and the wagons to reduce how much we have to carry on our backs.  Let’s get going everyone,” he directed, and the room emptied as the preparations to leave Ridgeclimb began.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14 – The Journey on the Caravan Road
 
    
 
   Alec was the last to awaken the next morning.  When Ingenia used her new fingers to poke him, instigated by Racha, Alec groggily opened his eyes, then sighed.  He had dreamt all night of disasters and problems befalling the traveling group at any number of locations along the caravan road.
 
   He couldn’t help but smile though, when he saw Ingenia’s broad grin, or when he remembered the hopeful tears in her mother’s eyes at the time he had finally begun the healing process to recreate hands for the girl.  Trevia had cried when she had arrived to see her daughter and care for her, then learned of Alec’s late night arrival and promise, and she had cried when her daughter lay unconscious as Alec finished the trying task of regenerating the forearms, wrists, and hands that had restored the girl’s wholeness.
 
   Trevia had gone home, crying again when she had learned that Alec was about to leave again, and then the mother had spent the night baking breads, rolls, and cakes for Alec and his companions to enjoy as they traveled.
 
   “What’s the weather like?” Alec asked, looking out the high window in the stable, seeing the blue skies overhead.
 
   “There’s a breeze, but it’s not too bad,” Racha answered.  “We’ll have a good start for our journey.”
 
   “Are you sure you can’t take me along too?” Ingenia asked.  “I could learn to be a healer while we traveled.”
 
   The girl was smitten with the idea of being a healer; she wanted to save lives and bring joy to the people she helped, motivated by the miraculous new limbs she had awoken with.
 
   “The best way to learn to be a healer is to stay here at Ridgeclimb and study whatever Mirren tells you,” Alec insisted.  He stood up to go speak to Grile, to make sure that the new leader of the clinic was comfortable with the duties he faced to strengthen the clinic community while Alec was on the road.
 
   Marva was angry with him, he knew, but he hoped he’d have a chance to see the guard one more time before he left.  He had assigned Marva with the task of accompanying Mirren to Black Crag so that they could order glass and numerous other supplies that were needed at Ridgclimb.  The two women were going to take five of the widows’ mules with them to haul the supplies back to the clinic, while the other mules were going to join the westward-bound rescue expedition.  In addition, Marva was to contract with Black Crag on Alec’s behalf to provide a dozen guards to station at the clinic for the remainder of the winter season and into the spring as well, for the sake of the residents’ peace of mind. 
 
   Marva would have been even angrier with her battlemate Andi if she had realized that Andi had originally been designated to go to Back Crag.  But when Alec had told her, Andi had stridently and energetically lobbied him to switch their assignments, taking Andi with the caravan and sending Marva to Black Crag.  Since the two guards were much alike in his eyes, he eventually agreed, and spoke to Marva and Mirren jointly to go over their planned journey.
 
   Alec had decided to send the two women out on an expedition to acquire the goods after going through the contents that the mules had carried to Ridgeclimb on behalf of the deceased merchants.  Each mule had carried packs loaded with lightweight, bulky packs of cloth, in the folds of which Alec discovered copious amounts of gemstones.  Amos and Aethos had carried a fortune in gems with them on their planned trading expedition to the Twenty Cities.  Alec knew that the large contingent of stones was worth much more than the two merchants could have ever honestly acquired, and he wondered briefly who or how they had robbed someone of so much wealth.
 
   Valeriane was famous for the numerous gem mines that were spread widely among the mountains and streams in its vicinity, a source of wealth that made the city one of the richest in the empire.  Amos and Aethos had perhaps been paid lucratively by the former duke and his cronies, or perhaps they had used their relationship with the duke’s faction to blackmail others in the city.  Regardless of how the flashy wealth had been acquired, Alec had it now, and intended to use it productively.  A portion of the stones were going to go to Black Crag to be exchanged for the goods needed by Ridgeclimb, while the majority of the stones were packed away for the trip to the Twenty Cities.
 
   The unexpected windfall the gems provided struck Alec as a way to buy a good life for Stacha and Racha when they returned to their home.  With the money the sapphires and emeralds and rubies could be exchanged for, Alec expected to provide a good fortune for the two girls in whatever situation he would eventually be able to arrange for them.
 
   Out in the courtyard Alec found everyone involved in the departure milling around, strapping goods onto various carriers, making last moment adjustments, and full of energy.  The clinic itself was full of people who felt better than they had two days ago; Alec’s return, his healing of the last wounded residents, and his promise to go rescue Kriste had all given the community a stronger sense of security, as had the knowledge that a dozen of the vaunted blades of Black Crag were going to be in residence soon.
 
   “Marva, you know your assignment is important to me,” he said as soon as he was in the courtyard and caught the brown-haired guard.
 
   “I understand,” she replied flatly.  “Someone has to do it.”
 
   “I hope you’ll join the squad that returns to Ridgeclimb,” he tried to make peace.  “I’ll look forward to seeing you again.”
 
   She took a deep breath.  “Thank you, my lord.  I’ll look forward to that as well.  You made the trip here much more interesting than I expected!”  She graced him with a smile, one that was warm and geniuine.
 
   Minutes later Alec had just one last task to complete before departure.  “Mrs. Grean,” he addressed the woman who sat on the bench of the wagon.  “You understand that we will accompany you as safely and as securely as possible in the winter through the caravan road mountains, but we’re doing it on the terms I set.  I’ll be in charge, and you’ll do what I say.”
 
   “You’ve already taken over my wagon,” she gestured back at the awkward but secure boxes that had been added to the sides of the wagon, and the net full of fodder that had been slung beneath.
 
   “I have, but it’ll still be yours when we get to the Twenty Cities and we go our separate ways,” Alec acknowledged.  “and you’ll have our protection all the way there.”  He stalked away from Mrs. Grean before he said anything further, anxious to avoid provoking further ill-will at the very outset of the journey.  Alec had always respected merchants and traders – he thought of the Millershome and Locksfort families in the Dominion, both mighty trading families who had been friends, colleagues, and partners in many of his adventures there.  It was only bad luck that he’d found less pleasant traders to travel with on this journey, he knew.
 
   He strode up to the front of the group, stationed at the gateway of the stableyard, and said his last farewell to Grile and the other Ridgeclimb residents who were out to see them off.   Then he accepted the walking staff Grile presented to him as a parting gift, and led the small, unusual caravan out onto the road, bound for the western lands he’d never visited before.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15 – The Warm Pools
 
    
 
   After two days of travel under bright skies and light breezes, Alec’s caravan had progressed at a steady pace, and begun to adopt a routine in its duties.  Stacha and Racha had assumed the role of cooks, and done a good job, their initial success augmented by the bread and cakes provided by Trevia.  Alec, Bauer, Jasel and Andi had taken on the guard shifts at night.  Blankets were hung around the sides of the bottom of the wagon after they stopped in the evening, and provided a slightly sheltered common sleeping place for everyone except Merchant Grean and the Grazes, who slept inside the wagon.
 
   Alec had not had to administer any warming touches of Healing power to anyone, and the mules behaved admirably.  They had not yet traveled as far as Alec had traveled on his own in the past sojourns to clear out the western road, when he’d displaced the bandits who had wandered too close to Ridgeclimb for his liking.  On the third day, Alec estimated they would finally pass beyond his previous journeys.
 
   The inclusion of so many travelers on the journey chafed at Alec’s sense of urgency.  Had he traveled with just Jasel, he was sure he would have covered half again more distance, and if he had traveled alone he would have gone twice as far.  But he knew he had mysteriously received direction from John Mark, the first time the saint had spoken to him in decades, and so he accepted the situation as it was, and speculated on what purpose each of the others might add to the journey.
 
   Stacha and Racha provided an opportunity for him to learn about the Twenty Cities, at least to a limited degree.  On their journey to Valeriane they had left their home town of Stanless and passed through two other of the cities before reaching Oolitan, the city on the edge of the mountains, the city that was a vast and virtually lawless marketplace for the traders who traveled the mountain road.  The two girls told him that their city, Stanless, was famous among the Twenty for its artists and poets.  Their family tradition claimed that their own grandmother had been a famous actress in the theater, a great beauty who had been the toast of the town, and the source of their own good looks, they added modestly.  The girls provided something of an attraction for Jasel as well, as the boy often traveled next to them, talking to Stacha in particular, as they walked along.
 
   Alec learned that some of the Twenty Cities had armies, while other cities did not, and the bewildering array of treaties and alliances that entangled the metropolises of the region were beyond the girls’ knowledge.  There was a man called the king of the Twenty Cities, they agreed, but he wasn’t much of a presence as far as they could tell.  There were cities with reputations that made them famous for a variety of identifying traits, such as the city known for its gardens, or the one known for its fountains and canals, or the great tree city with houses built in huge ancient trees that grew throughout the city.  There was a city that was mostly caves and tunnels, the one they liked to talk about the most, because the prospect of living underground frightened them so much.
 
   Alec accepted their knowledge for what it was, mostly the rumors and mythology of two girls without much formal education, and he pondered how they would travel, where they would travel if they got to Oolitan without catching up to the ingenairii.  The Twenty Cities were rumored to be great metropolises, covering a large portion of the world.  Allegedly the kidnappers had mentioned lacertii, leading Alec to ponder the question of whether the Twenty Cities could stretch all the way to the boundaries of the lacertii nation, presumably the boundary on the side away from the Pale Mountains and the Dominion.  He idly speculated on the notion that these ingenairii might have come all the way from the Dominion, and traveled across the lacertii lands, then through the Twenty Cities, and finally across the vast mountain wilderness along the caravan road.  He checked his imagination run wild – what could possibly cause them to come over such a long distance to randomly kidnap a teenage girl?
 
   Why would anyone have come to kidnap Kriste for that matter, he asked himself.  She was a pretty girl, but there were many, many pretty girls in the world – few of them as isolated as Kriste had been.  Nothing made any sense to Alec about the whole strange adventure, but it was real, and his feet felt the chill of walking through the mountains in winter, testament to the reality of the mystery.
 
   During their third day of the journey the weather changed, as they climbed in altitude among the high mountains.  The wind blew more strongly, and the temperature dropped towards the profoundly cold regions that made everyone bundle up tighter.  By mid-afternoon Alec was circulating among those who walked, giving each of them a brief stream of Healer energy that raised their body temperature and boosted their blood circulation to their extremities, helping to ward off frost bite.  That evening they did without a cooking fire, and Alec set a number of stones beneath the wagon where everyone was to sleep, and used his Light energy to create a brilliant, intense beam of light that generated heat for the stones to adsorb quickly, and then dispense slowly, making the crowded shelter a more comfortable space to sleep.
 
   Grean and the Grazes grew much less vocal after Alec’s use of his ingenaire energies.  They had originally begun their journey before the onset of winter, and traveled without enough heavy coats and blankets to enjoy full protection from the frigid mountain weather.  Their long hiatus spent at Ridgeclimb after Mrs. Grean’s illness had caused them to miss the last caravan that traveled west before the winter, and none had come through Ridgeclimb since, one of the longest periods without a caravan that Alec could recall on the road over the mountains.
 
   The deep chill continued for the next two days, and even after they crested the high pass the road cut through, a place where Alec’s Air energies help blow away over a foot of powdery snow on the road, the deep wintery temperatures remained with them.  Alec began to use his energies on a consistent basis throughout each day and night, protecting the members of the group from the chill that permeated everything around them.
 
   Only Hope was able to see the beauty of the mountains around them, despite the cold she suffered.  Having lived all her life in Warm Springs, the girl had never experienced the full impact of winter, living among the thermal warmth of the community surrounded by snow-capped mountains.  The day-after-day exposure to the high altitude temperatures wore down her body, but not her ability to perceive the stark loveliness of the high peaks.  This is so clean and bright, she spoke in silent wonder to Alec at least once each day, it seemed, causing Alec to smile, and to take a moment to observe the pristine surroundings they were in.
 
   A week after they left Ridgeclimb, Alec judged that they had probably traveled faster than he had expected for the beginning of their journey, but he fretted that they had done little to gain ground on the group of ingenairii they were pursuing, unless a blizzard or other calamity had bogged their unsuspecting quarry down.  The one thing working in their favor was that the kidnappers would surely not expect pursuit, and would not travel at a pace to run away from anyone; he remembered the arrogance of the Warrior ingenairii on the Hill in Oyster Bay, all but Rubicon’s group, who had grown so prideful and arrogant they had killed the king and unleashed chaos in the Dominion because they thought they could do better.
 
   On the eighth day of their journey, Alec discovered that he had invited disaster by thinking about the success the group had enjoyed up to that point.  As the small caravan rolled down a long, long slope away from a pass, a wall of snow hit them in the face when they rounded a northward curve in the road, and proceeded to blast away at them all the rest of the day.  Their progress slowed to a crawl that day and the next, as Alec continually spent his time sweeping away the snow that piled up on the road in front of them, then paused to work his way back through the group, warming them all and himself.  On the third day of the blizzard Alec realized that he was draining far too much of his energy to continue to move forward.
 
   “Jasel, you and Hope go down that valley,” Alec said at midday, “and see if there’s a sheltered spot we can pull into and rest in until the storm passes by.”  He prayed that they would find some convenient grove of trees that blocked the snow and wind, or even find a cave.  Hope, you stay in contact with me and let me know if you get into trouble, he added silently.
 
   He called on Hope every few minutes to confirm that they were making progress.  Finally, she responded in a curt tone after his fifth interrogatory.
 
   It’s cold, Alec, she answered acerbically.  It feels like we’re walking into the wind.  We haven’t seen anything yet, but there’s a grove of trees Jasel sees that he wants to investigate.  But it’s uphill a little bit.  The wagon and the mules won’t be able to reach it, if it’s a good place, and I don’t think Lady Grean will be able to climb there either, she worried.
 
   If you can’t get there in ten more minutes, just come back, Alec answered.  You’ve been gone for almost an hour already, and if you have to come back, your body will be getting pretty cold from such a long journey.
 
   He waited impatiently, huddled under the wagon with the others, as his warmed stones kept the temperature in their small enclosure above freezing.
 
   Bring everyone up here, Hope’s voice spoke with relief in his mind, just as he started to worry about the two explorers.  We made it to the trees, and behind the trees there’s a small valley that is green!
 
   What?  How is it green? Alec asked, astonished by the grendasteusse’s assertion.
 
   It’s like Warm Springs, I think, Hope answered.  We’re looking at it, and there are three pools of water that aren’t frozen, and they have plants growing around them.
 
   How easy is the climb to get there? Alec asked.
 
   It’s not bad.  There’s a path up the hill, she told him.  We just followed the valley from the road straight up here, and then climbed into the trees.
 
   We’ll start to make the trip out there.  Be careful when you go down to look at the springs, Alec warned.
 
   I will.  Something feels…unhealthy, she tried to find a word to describe what she sensed.
 
   What do you mean? Alec asked as he started to crouch and emerge from under the wagon.
 
   I don’t know, just, there’s something here I don’t feel good about.  We’ll be careful.  It’s so warm! She called.  It must just be nothing; I don’t see anything wrong here.
 
   “Everyone, we’re going to walk up to a valley where there are thermal springs,” Alec told the other four who sat under the wagon looking at him.  “It will take about an hour to get there.  Pack some food on the mules so that we can plan to spend the night at least, maybe longer if the weather doesn’t change.  Start going up the valley while I help get the Grazes and Mrs. Grean,” he directed.
 
   We’re on our way, Alec told Hope.  Let me know if anything goes wrong.
 
   I’m going swimming! Hope called out gleefully.
 
   Alec’s conversation with the merchant and her companions was a long one.
 
   “We can’t just leave our wagon here and walk away,” Mrs. Grean said stoutly.  “What if it gets robbed while we’re gone?  Everything I own is tied up in this venture.”
 
   “There hasn’t been another traveler visible on the road since we left Ridgeclimb,” Alec answered.  “And no one is going to be out in this kind of weather.  Your wagon will be safe.”
 
   “It’s too cold to leave the wagon,” Mr. Graze argued.  “We’ll freeze on the way.  How do you know these hot springs really exist, anyway?”
 
   “We know,” Alec said flatly.  “I am able to communicate with Hope, the girl,” he clarified, not sure the merchant group had paid attention to the names of the others in the caravan.
 
   “How do you communicate with the girl?  That seems preposterous,” Grean argued.
 
   “After seeing me do all the things I’ve done during this storm, do you doubt that I can communicate with Hope?” Alec asked, in a deep and disapproving voice.
 
   “You are going to freeze if you stay here, because there won’t be heat coming up from below into the wagon,” Alec urged.  “You need to come with us.  Your wagon is going to be safe,” and eventually he cajoled them into leaving the wagon.
 
   The rest of the group had already gone, taking the mules with them.  Alec unhitched the oxen at the front of the wagon and took them along the path as well, creating a shield of air in front so that the beasts could walk along the valley bottom with relative, though slow, ease.  He continually added touches of healing warmth to his three companions, and finally lofted Mrs. Grean up on top of one of the oxen to speed up the cumbersome trip.  Three hours after receiving Hope’s report about the warm springs, Alec and the merchant group arrived at the base of the hill that rose to a dark patch of fir trees sitting above the floor of the valley.
 
   “Up we go,” Alec urged.  “Grab a tail of an ox,” he instructed the others, then used the last of his reserves of energy to call upon his Air powers to no longer block the wind, but to lift the oxen slowly above the trail, each animal’s hooves just inches off the ground as he floated them up towards the cluster of trees.
 
   Several minutes later they reach level ground, and Alec dropped the oxen to the ground, then herded them inside the trees, near the small herd of mules, where the wind and the snow no longer came pelting into their faces and multiple clumps of grasses and ferns provided something for the animals to browse on.  Alec stopped and leaned against an ox, feeling his legs tremble from the impact of his exertions.  “The hot springs are supposed to be that way,” he pointed.  “You all go down there.  I’ll rest for a minute before I come.”
 
   Mrs. Grean slid off her ox gracelessly and with a loud harrumph, echoed by a harrumph from the ox as well, then the three of them parted from Alec without comment.
 
   Alec let his legs collapse and he squatted on the ground, feeling the exhaustion of overuse of his energies.  He leaned back against  tree trunk and closed his eyes, and descended into a dreamlike state of sleep, slightly aware of the world, but not.
 
   When he opened his eyes again it was nearly dark, with just a red glow in the western sky behind him, and the oxen nowhere in sight.  He felt only slightly refreshed from the nap that had overtaken him, but realized he needed to join the others by the springs.  In fact, he was surprised that no one had come looking for him – he must have been resting for several hours.
 
   Hope?  Bauer?  Are you at the springs? He called, and waited for an answer that didn’t come.
 
   Bauer?  Hope?  I am in the woods.  Where are you?  He felt suddenly alert, and then suddenly felt an unpleasant presence in the vicinity, a presence that was hostile or hungry or impatient, he couldn’t tell – he could only tell somehow that it didn’t feel like any human or ingenaire he had ever sensed.  The only positive element he could find was that it did not feel like the evil presence of a demon.
 
   Alec reached for his sword, then realized that he wasn’t carrying one, though he did have a hunting knife on his hip.  Hastily he pulled the knife free, and engaged his Warrior energies, improving his vision in the dark glen.  The oxen were visible not far off, still contentedly grazing on the greenery they found, placidly chewing as they stood relaxed, no awareness of predators to upset them.
 
   Bauer? Alec tried to call his friend again as he began to advance cautiously among the trees, moving towards the far side where he anticipated the pools of water to lie.
 
   There was still no answer from Bauer, and Alec hesitated to call aloud, fearful of alerting possible enemies in the vicinity.  He could hear the brisk winds rustling through the tree branches overhead, but no other sounds were audible.
 
   The last of the sunset had faded by the time Alec reached the boundary where the fir trees opened up to reveal the open valley behind them.  Alec could sense the other presence, and could tell that it was aware of him as well.  In the darkness he could see little, even with his Warrior energy-enhanced abilities.  He dropped his Warrior powers and focused his Light powers to create a bright ball of light far out in front of him, a miniature sun that flared into sudden brilliance, surprising the valley and its inhabitants with its unexpected light.
 
   Alec could see the whole narrow valley stretching away from him, the small blue ponds of water lined along the length of the center of the valley, fringed with greenery as trees and bushes grew prolifically.  In the water he could see all nine of his companions, lying and soaking in the warmth.
 
   “Jasel!” he called loudly.  “Andi!” he added, staying in the shadows of the trees to try to remain protected and undetectable from whatever might be in the vicinity.
 
   No one moved below him.  “Bauer,” he called with all the force he could muster; Bauer he added telepathically, but not a single person responded.
 
   With great care, he scanned the slope down the hill until he found the path that led from the woods to the water, then examined its length for any traps or dangers.  There was nothing in evidence, so he carefully crept out of the trees and descended the trail, seeing nothing that moved or threatened in the harsh white light of his energy globe, but still sensing the other presence in the valley.
 
   Cautiously, Alec crept down into the warmth, each step taking him further into the bowl of humid heat, and he felt a light mist of rain falling upon him as snowflakes from above melted mid-air in the unusual temperatures that rose from the ponds on the valley floor.  He sprinted across the level ground to the edge of the pool, where he tapped the closest person to him, Andi, on the shoulder.  The girl was immersed in the water of the pool, her whole torso and extremities submerged, her clothes and coat still bundled around her body, strangely enough.
 
   “Andi!” Alec called as he poked her.  “Wake up,” he spoke again, but nothing roused the girl.  He looked at her with his health vision, splitting his use of his powers, his thin, limited stream of powers, into three components – Light, Spirit, and Healer.  The globe of light above shrank and dimmed as he decreased his flow of energy to it, but his Healer vision showed that Andi’s body was suffering some strange treatment.  Then his Spirit energy made him snap his head up sharply, as he felt a siren’s call to join the girl in the water, to grow warm and comfortable and relaxed by soaking in the moist, liquid resting place that awaited him.
 
   The siren that called was the same presence that had felt hostile before, or was it hungry, he wondered?  He felt a longing to succumb to the lure, to let himself slide into the water, and he swung his feet around beneath him so that he could dip them into the pond’s faintly glowing blue moisture.
 
   As his feet dropped into the pond, his Healer energies screamed at him that the water was a danger, a threat to health and life, and he jerked his legs upward.   He watched in horror as streamers of water reached up from the pond’s surface, trying to follow and retain their hold on his feet, wanting to pull him into the hungry water.
 
   With horror, Alec backed away from the water, and watched as it splashed with inexplicable waves, reaching up onto the shore to try to reach him.
 
   He stood paralyzed for a moment, listening to the soothing calls to relax, while feeling an instinctive reflex that told him to flee.
 
   Instead, he did neither.  He had to rescue his friends, he realized, and he reached forward, grabbing Andi’s shoulders and pulling her upward, a heavy sodden mass of flesh and cloth, so heavy that he dropped all three of his ingenaire abilities and called upon his Warrior powers to give him the capacity to lift her free of the water, the water that flowed upward again, trying to recapture its prey as Alec dragged Andi many feet away from the shoreline to a spot that he hoped offered safety.  He roamed down the shoreline a few feet in the nearly complete darkness until he came to the next person, Jasel, he realized, and pulled the boy too out of the water.
 
   The pond was angry, and the anger was evident.  The depths of the water began to glow a violent reddish color, and Alec hurried to the next victim of the frightening cauldron, Mr. Graze, who he likewise pulled far out of the pond.
 
   The light in the middle of the pond grew brighter, and yet it was becoming a deeper, uglier red as it increased, while Alec pulled both the twin widows away from its clutches.  When he reached Hope the pond responded with a sudden violence, blowing a column of water high into the sky, a brilliant red organic limb, one that reached its apex, then arched towards Alec and came falling down upon him, its heavy weight smashing him to the ground, forcing Hope from his grasp, then sucking him back into the pool, immersing him completely under its surface as it began to buffet him physically and spiritually.  
 
   The pond was intent on killing him immediately.  Alec could feel its hostility, its animosity towards him.  He could read its thoughts, in a fashion, completely contained within the pond as he was.  The water was a living thing, a carnivorous entity that was feasting on the company he had sent to it.  It was sucking away the souls of the people, converting their energy to its own energy, and then it was digesting their bodies.  He could feel it focusing on his body, trying to kill him first, physically, planning to destroy him before he rescued any of its victims from its reach.
 
   This pond was the evil doppelganger of the spring-fed ponds of Warm Springs, he realized.  While those ponds healed and imparted spiritual strength and knowledge, this pond sucked life away from its victims.
 
   In a panic, Alec instinctively reached for his Warrior energy, and realized that he could swing no blade nor shoot any arrow nor land any punch that would harm the pond.  He dropped the Warrior ability, and chose to activate his Light powers.
 
   Alec formed a ball of white hot light at the far end of the pond, a ball that formed within the pond, heating up the water around it to steaming hot temperatures instantly, causing the water to begin to boil and steam away.  He hoped to diminish the pond, to boil it away if possible, and he needed to do so in a hurry, because he could only hold his breath a few moments longer.
 
   The pond panicked as it felt Alec’s weapon begin to succeed against it, inflicting pain, and it released its hold on Alec to focus on protecting itself.  Alec took advantage of the release to burst to the surface and take a deep breath of air, then he stroked back towards the shoreline, luridly lit by the underwater white and red lights within the pond.
 
   With a gasp, Alec climbed out of the pond, and lay on his back, panting, as he lifted his globe of light out of the water, raising it into the air above the valley, in order to stop heating the pond to such a high temperature, afraid that he might harm the others who were still in the water by literally boiling them to death before he could pull them to freedom.
 
   Still gagging, Alec sat up, then rose to a crouch.  The valley was full of the pond’s venomous hatred for him, and he could see the pond starting to twist another column of water into the air, preparing to use the same weapon it had wielded so effectively against him last time.  Alec stood and back-pedaled, then abruptly plunged his sphere of light back into the pond.  The column of water collapsed back upon itself as the pond felt the shock of a new boiling spot, and Alec lifted the small sun back up out of the water.
 
   The pond grew sullenly still, and Alec took the opportunity to pull the next of his friends, Bauer, out of the water, then he pulled Mrs. Graze, and reached for the last person left, the merchant, Mrs. Grean.  He gave a tug to pull her large bulk and sodden clothes from the water, then fell over on his back as her body flew easily upward.  She landed on top of Alec and he cried in horror as he realized that the entire lower portion of her body was gone, already digested by the carnivorous waters of the pond.
 
   Furiously, now that none of his friends provided hostages to the pond, their safety no longer endangered by any threat he posed to the water, Alec called upon the last of his ingenaire abilities and reshaped the ball of light into a intense coil of light, a bright rope of energy that punched downward at an angle, drilling a laser-smooth hole through the water and through the rocky bed that contained the pond, boring an underground conduit that stretched for hundreds of feet through the mountain at a steadily sinking angle, until it burst out the other side of the mountain.
 
   Alec felt his energies reach their limit, and he felt the laser light shut off.  As he fell to the ground in pain, he heard the living water of the pond scream in pain and fear and hatred, as it felt itself being sucked away, drained out of its aeons-old bed, send to rush to scattered oblivion in a frozen stream bed somewhere else in the mountains, disbursed and destroyed by Alec’s last-ditch effort.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16 – Meeting Salem
 
    
 
   Alec awoke to sunlight and chilly air.   Next to him he found the partial corpse of Mrs. Grean, and he rolled away in horror. He stood and looked at the nearly empty pond, and the scattered bodies that lay littered about the ground.  Staggering with weakness, he strode over to Hope and knelt on the ground next to her.  He placed both his hands on the young girl’s head, then reached with difficulty for his Spiritual powers, and went deep within Hope’s psyche, finding the kernel of her soul and coaxing her out.
 
   He severed the contact and opened his eyes, then looked down and saw Hope’s eyes also open, staring up at him.  She lunged her body upward and wrapped her arms around him, catching him weak and unprepared, and pulling him down on top of her.
 
   “Oh thank you, Alec!  Thank you with all my heart and soul for rescuing me, my lord!” she spoke fervently.
 
   “That thing was eating me – eating my soul alive!  It was killing me and absorbing me at the same time, until you came and fought it.  I could feel its thoughts as it fought you.  It hated you!   And you beat it!” she exclaimed.  She released her hug on Alec and he rolled from atop her.
 
   “I’m glad you’re alive,” Alec answered, and he meant it.  He had resuscitated her first, desperate to find if she was still alive.  “Oh my God, that was horrible,” he uttered.  “Horrible.”
 
   “We need to rouse the others,” he told her, sitting up.  “I’m short on energy after all that battling; I’m going to need your help.  You go revive Bauer and then Jasel.  I’ll start on the others.”
 
   Together, they brought all their companions back to consciousness, except Racha, who had no flicker of soul left in her body.  Her heart beat feebly and she breathed with shallow, intermittent breaths, but the pond had sucked every iota of her soul away, and Alec could find nothing to recover or revive.
 
   He sent Jasel and Andi up into the fir trees to find the mules, and to bring back food and dry clothing from the packs on the animals, who were roaming among the trees with the oxen, grazing happily.  By the time they returned, Racha’s body had breathed its last, and they all worked to stack a cairn of stones over Mrs. Grean and her at the base of the hillside, where Stacha sat and mourned in lonely silence as the others drifted away to give her a private moment with the twin sister she had been so close to.
 
   The provisions on the mules offered adequate food, and blankets they wrapped themselves with in lieu of the sodden clothing they laid out to dry.  For the following two days they stayed huddled in the valley, near the remaining ponds, smaller bodies of water that they determined did not have the malevolent sentience of the first pool; they were simply spring-fed ponds, still a source of geothermal warmth, and they offered a place to huddle around as the survivors overcame the shock of the attack they suffered, and Alec rested his body, spirit, and abilities.
 
   On the third day of their stay in the hidden valley, Alec determined that he felt recovered enough to resume the use of his powers.  The clothes were dried out, and the storm appeared to have finished throwing its fury at the mountain region.  Wearily, the shrunken band gathered the animals out of the fir trees and led them back down to the abandoned wagon on the caravan road.
 
   Alec blasted a narrow path through the chest deep snow that had settled into the valley, driven down to accumulate from the towering mountainsides above, and the surviving eight travelers returned to the wagon, which sat unmolested, trapped in heavy snow.  The day on the caravan road was bright and breezeless with mild temperatures, so that after Alec cleared away more snow around the wagon, they were able to rehitch the oxen and resume their journey away from the spot of their horrific encounter.
 
   For two days they continued to wade through deep snow along the roadway, and Alec exhausted himself clearing the heavy snow from their path, to the point where on the third day they stopped and allowed him to rest again.  Stacha devoted herself to his care, nurturing and pampering him with every opportunity, as Andi observed intently.
 
   I think you should let her take care of you, Bauer sent a message to him on the first day they returned to the road.  She is going to be totally lost without her sister; let her find a purpose in attending to you.
 
   I understand, Alec agreed, and so he found Stacha walking beside or directly behind him when he was out using his energy to blow a path through the snow, and he let her hold his hand, causing him to split his powers to use Spirit energy to insulate his Air energy from his Healer energy, then pressed his Healer powers into use to keep their hands and bodies warm, while his Spirit energy  sensed the depth of loss and emptiness that her soul had plunged into.
 
   You are a good person by yourself, and you will live a life with many opportunities to do good works that will make Racha proud, he communicated to her at last, feeling the pain of her sorrow.
 
   “Husband?  Alec, is that you?  Is there a devil trying to possess my soul?” Stacha asked aloud, startled by the eruption of words within her head.
 
   “It is me, Stacha,” he answered verbally.  I can comfort you, he added silently again.
 
   “I know you can.  You already do.  You are the best of husbands!” she answered aloud again.  “At least, the best of the husbands I’ve had, eh?” she feebly joked.
 
   “How do you do that?” she asked.
 
   “While we are holding hands, touching, I can allow our spirits to also touch each other,” Alec explained.
 
   “Would you like to try to use your mind to speak to me this way?” he asked.
 
   “Could I?  Can you teach me?” Stacha asked with an excitement that Alec heard and felt, enough interest sparked to momentarily distract her from her sorrow.
 
   Take the words that you are going to speak, and think them in this manner, Alec instructed, placing the words concisely.  Use this to broadcast them; focus on me, think of me as your target for the words.
 
   “Does this work?” she asked.  Oh, no.  Does this work? She accidentally asked aloud, then repeated her question silently.
 
   It did work.  I heard you in my mind, he affirmed.
 
   Rasha would be so impressed by this.  She told me that we had not really seen what a great man you were, Stacha told him, sorrowful as she mentioned her departed sister, but the pain less palpable.
 
   “Now let me focus on clearing the snow and keeping us warm,” Alec told her.  “You think about the mind speech, and we can do some more tonight.”
 
   That evening Stacha prepared the food for everyone, insisting that it remained her job, and then sat with Alec and practiced.  This way we can talk and eat our food at the same time! She mentally laughed.  Momma always told us not to talk with food in our mouths, but this is different.
 
   Can you do this with anyone else? she asked.
 
   Yes, Alec answered.  With some people I don’t even have to touch them to share thoughts.
 
   Could you do that with me? Stacha asked.  Then we would always be together, even when we were apart.
 
   It is not an easy thing to do.  I cannot do it with many people, he evaded a direct answer.
 
   When his day of rest arrived, he lay in blankets inside the wagon, a space now shared by the Grazes, a sadder, yet conversely friendlier, couple in the absence of Mrs. Grean.  The rest of the group used the day to forage in the immediate vicinity of their wagon for firewood and fodder for the animals, and Jasel spent time repairing small problems with the wagon and the harnesses for the animals, while Hope and Mrs. Graze boiled water to clean clothes for everyone.
 
   As the sun began to set, Alec felt recharged, glad for the rest and convinced that they would travel at a faster pace when they broke camp.  The depth of the snow had diminished considerably over the last day of their travels, promising that he might have little need to use his energies for the next leg of their journey.
 
   When they left camp the next morning, everyone felt optimistic.  The sun was shining brightly and the depth of the snow dropped to nothing an hour after departure, when they rounded a bend in the road.  Alec pulled a bow and arrow out of the stores and used his Warrior powers exclusively instead of his Air energy, successfully shooting a mountain goat for their dinner.
 
   They stopped their travels early to build a fire that crackled merrily as they roasted the fresh meat at sunset, and everyone was in a festive mood.  “How much farther do you think we have to travel?”Alfred Graze asked.
 
   “The merchants always claimed it was a two month trip from Black Crag,” Andi spoke up.
 
   “I have no idea.  I’ve never traveled this way before, but I always heard about the same that Andi reports,” Alec added.  “We’ve traveled slow and had delays, so I’d think we have more than another month to go.”
 
   The merchant man’s face looked crestfallen at the forecast.  But before he could say anything further, every head rose in unison and strained to listen to the sound of a man’s voice not far away.
 
   Alec rose hurriedly, and grabbed for a bow and arrows, berating himself for not having set guard duty out to give advance notice of others on the road.
 
   “Jasel, you take a bow up to the top of the wagon.  Andi, you and Bauer take positions in those rocks,” he gestured across the road to a small outcrop.  “The rest of you get inside the wagon.  I’ll go see who we have here.”
 
   All the members of the group scrambled to take their assigned positions, as Alec strode out to the front of the road and advanced several paces.  He squinted against the sunset in the west and saw a dozen men on horses, four of them riding out in front of a second cluster.
 
   “What do we have here?   You’re not looking friendly neighbor, with that bow,” one of the leaders called aloud, and the four men spread out prudently, making themselves dispersed, smaller targets.
 
   “We’re just travelers stopped for the night,” Alec called back.  “We like to be careful on the road in the mountains.”
 
   “I can’t blame you,” the visitor said.  He and the three others advanced slowly, as the rest of his group held back.
 
   Bauer, if things go bad, you and Andi target the two on the left first.  I’ll go past them to neutralize reinforcements, Alec sent a message.  Hope climb up the back side of the wagon and tell Jasel to target the two on the right.
 
   We will, Bauer agreed.
 
   Okay, Hope also affirmed.
 
   “Mind if we stop and have a bite with you?  Whatever you’re roasting smells pretty good,” one of the four horsemen asked.
 
   “Sorry we don’t have enough to share,” Alec said flatly.  The men were getting very close now, so close that Alec could see their eyes scanning the campsite, checking the locations of the defenders, examining the clues to how many folks were present.
 
   “Look,” the leader said, his horse now stopped just a few paces from Alec, his hand gently creeping towards the knife in his belt.  “I know you don’t want to get hurt, and neither do we.  Why don’t your friends just put their weapons away, and we’ll climb down off our horses and everything will be peaceful-like,” he said, and as he spoke his last word his hand grabbed the handle of his knife and flicked it directly at Alec’s chest.
 
   As soon as he did, Alec sprinted away, reaching behind him to catch the knife in midair as it flew through the empty space where Alec had stood.  Alec dodged between horses, listening to the sound of bow strings twanging behind him, and flew down the road towards the second wave of men.   He reached for his own knife as he threw the knife he held, aiming for a man whose sword was already drawn, and then throwing his own knife at the man who was reaching for a bow.
 
   There were the sounds of scuffling behind him, and Alec heard several sharp cries of pain, then a scream in a woman’s voice, a scream that filled him with fear.
 
   Hope, are you alright? He asked.
 
   I am, but somehow an arrow came through the slot in the wagon wall and hit Mrs. Graze, Hope communicated a great deal of stress.
 
   I’ll be there in a minute, Alec pledged.
 
   He was running towards the remaining six horsemen, and noticed suddenly that three of them had their hands bound, while the other three surrounded them and were armed.  He sprinted forward, then dodged an arrow shot at him before he jumped high in the air and landed atop one of the armed bandits, knocking him from his saddle.  Alec rolled away and jumped at another, as the last remaining attacker suddenly turned his horse and spurred it hard, escaping from the scene of the battle.
 
   Both the attackers Alec had knocked down laid on the ground, unconscious or worse.  One, the first one he had tackled, was already dead from a broken neck.  Alec looked around and saw that the four frontmen were all on the ground, as Bauer and Andi approached them cautiously.  The rider who was escaping was disappearing around a bend in the road, while the three hostages were staring at him with both hope and horror, as well as grimaces of pain.
 
   “Can you guide your horses?” Alec asked them, looking up.
 
   “We can,” one of them, a woman he realized, affirmed.  
 
   Come back to my camp,” Alec directed, then he turned and sprinted back to try to tend to Mrs. Graze’s injuries.
 
   As he ran he heard a scream, and turned to see that the rider he had spoken to was deliberately causing her horse to trod upon the man who Alec had knocked out of his saddle, the one who was still alive, or had been.  Alec rolled his eyes in his head in astonishment, then hurdled over the dead men near the wagon and ran to the back of the vehicle, where he jerked the door open and climbed up inside.
 
   Gwen Graze was lying on her husband’s lap, her eyes closed and her face in a peaceful repose.
 
   “She felt no pain,” Alfred said.  “The arrow hit her right in the heart.  We didn’t expect it, and then there was a noise and it ricocheted off the window frame and came right at her.”
 
   Alec threaded his way forward into the crowded wagon, and bent over her to look, closely.  He saw blood welling out of the wound, and he saw that her heart had been pierced by the arrow; there was no hope of resuscitating her.
 
   “Here Alfred,” Alec said gently.  “Let me help you take her out into the fresh air,” he bent and lifted the woman’s light body, then backed out of the wagon and laid her gently on the ground, as her husband followed and knelt beside her.
 
   Bauer was helping the captives, having cut the ropes around their arms, then he held their horses steady as they dismounted.
 
   “Are all of you okay?” Jasel asked as he climbed down from the top of the wagon.
 
   “We are much better now that we are no longer in the hands of those thugs,” replied the woman who had trod upon her captor.  “Thank you for your rescue.”  She looked at Alec.  “And thank you for recognizing that we were not part of those attacking your group; I feared we would be killed indiscriminately.
 
   “From what the bandits said when we approached, I didn’t think your other friends were so thoughtful in their warfare.”
 
   Alec walked over to the freed captives, and examined them with his Healer vision.  They were battered and bruised, the spokeslady more than the other two, a pair of youths, he realized.  He reached out his hand and took the woman’s fingers gently, then released a mild stream of healing power to lessen her aches.  As her eyes widened in amazement, he repeated the process with the teenage boy and girl who stood silently beside her.
 
   “What manner of race are you?” the lady asked.  “None of the Twenty Cities have warriors or healers such as this.  Are your barbarian lands in the east greater than the traders say?”
 
   “We travel from the Avonellene Empire, but my abilities are not common there,” Alec said.  He looked around. 
 
   There was more light coming from the camp fire than from the sunset, and Andi and Bauer had industriously plundered the bodies of the dead bandits, then thrown their bodies over the edge of the road.  “Stacha, cut more meat that we can roast for our guests,” Alec said.  “Excuse me while I round up the horses.  Have a seat by the fire and enjoy your freedom,” he told them.
 
   Twenty minutes later they all were gathered around the fire, except for Alfred Graze, who sat inside the wagon mourning.  Hope and others had helped him quickly gather stones and raise a cairn over his wife’s body.  Most introductions had been made, so that Alec’s group knew the names of Salem, the mother of two teens, Kane, the older of the two, a boy, and Jody, a girl just entering puberty, who sat close to Hope.
 
   “How did you come to be captives of the bandits?” Alec asked as he sat in the ruddy firelight.  He had his Spiritual senses extended to provide a guard against any other bandits that might attempt to approach the camp.
 
   “We were in a group of twenty, traveling on horseback, heading east,” Salem answered.  “The bandits attacked us at a spot very near here, and overwhelmed us.”
 
   “Are there more bandits in the vicinity then?  Do we need to be ready for another attack?” Alec asked, realizing that the eight bandits they had faced that afternoon must have been only a portion of the gang that was in the region.
 
   “There’s just the one that got away, as far as I know,” Salem answered.  “There were many more bandits when they attacked us.  Your other party decimated the bandit forces about a week ago.”
 
   “We don’t have another party,” Bauer spoke up.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “There was a force of people who were on foot, coming from the east, about nine or so, who came along the road just two days after we had been taken.  The bandits talked openly in front of us, and when they spotted the group they thought they had easy pickings, they sent two dozen out, and only a pair of them came back.
 
   “The other group fought like Lord Alec did – incredible savagery,” Salem added.  “They slaughtered the bandits, took their horses, and went on their way.  We saw it all from the cave where we were being held hostage.  They must be companions of yours?” she queried Alec as she spoke.
 
   “They are not,” he said flatly.
 
   “They kidnapped my sister.  We’re chasing them to get her back,” Jasel explained.
 
   “I’m so sorry.  My apologies,” Salem told Jasel.
 
   “So there are no more bandits left, except the one that ran today,” Jody spoke up shyly.
 
   “You say we’re near their cave?” Alec asked.  “Are there supplies there we can use?  Do you have any belongings you want to recover?”
 
   “Thank you, yes, we do want back the things they stole from us,” Salem replied.
 
   “I will serve the first shift of guard duty,” Alec said as he stood, having eaten his meal quickly.  “Andi, you take second shift and Bauer, you go third,” he directed.  “Make room for and give supplies to our guests under the wagon, and Hope, see if Mr. Graze is doing okay,” he added as he stepped away from the fire and walked out along the road, then climbed up the hillside to have a broader view in all directions.
 
   He sat and watched the scene below.  Kane stayed close to his mother, but in a protective manner, determined to be the man of the family, Alec judged.  He believed their story about being ambushed by the bandits, but he sensed that there was something more to their story, something they hadn’t told him.   He couldn’t figure out why the family was still alive – bandits didn’t take prisoners without reasons.  The woman and the girl had not been badly used, something Alec was glad of but surprised by.  Why the family would have been traveling the mountain road in the winter with only horses was another puzzling piece of the story he didn’t understand; traders needed to carry goods, and their horses would not have been likely to carry many trading goods of value.
 
   The stars overhead were bright, and the moon rose in the east, as Alec sat and pondered their guests.  Below, the campfire slowly died down, and the members of the group crawled beneath the wagon, carrying stones from the campfire to provide warmth for their nighttime enclosure.  Soon Alec was alone under the chilly night sky, seeing nothing but twinkling stars and hearing nothing but one wolf howling at some far off distance.
 
   When the time came to change guards, Alec climbed down, and warmed the stones under the wagon, gave each sleeping body a touch of his healing energy to warm them directly, then shook Andi awake, and crawled into the blankets she vacated, appreciative of the warmth she left behind.  He soon fell fast asleep.
 
   Alec awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of Jody making muffled cries as she tossed uneasily.  “Father?  No, No!” she called, then whimpered.  “Why?” she cried piteously moments later, and whimpered again.  Alec raised himself on one elbow, and stretched over Hope to place two fingertips on Jody’s forehead.
 
   Rest easy little one.  You are safe with friends, he sent the message as gently as he could, hoping that he had found the right way to ease her unconscious mind without calling her consciousness awake.
 
   Daddy?  Daddy, where are you? she spoke in a little girl’s voice, a voice full of fear and sadness.
 
   I am not your father, but I will look over you.  You will be safe.  Sleep in peace now, he transmitted the message, and added a non-verbal sense of comfort and peace like that he felt when he thought of his Savior.  The girl gave a quiet sigh, and Alec sensed the tension leave her body.  A moment later he used Healing energy to give her warmth, then lifted his fingers from her temple and slumped back down into his blankets.
 
   He had sensed pain and loss and shock in the young girl’s mind, much of it deeply embedded, far from the surface of her conscious thoughts.  Her father had meant a great deal to her, and he was missing.  The pain was not so fresh as to be from the attack by the bandits only a week ago, but it was not an infant’s memory either.  Alec realized that the family had suffered some profound calamity, and he prayed that they would find peace.
 
   When Alec awoke again in the morning, only Hope was still burrowed in her blankets under the wagon, and her eyes were open, staring into his.  You comforted her last night; your powers are limitless; why do you even bother to stay among the rest of us?  You can do anything.  I understand why the grandasteur wanted me to travel with you.
 
   Ailse did not want you to travel with me, she wanted you to stay in one place with me, Hope.  You’re the one who wanted to travel.  You will learn valuable lessons on this trip; but you would have learned different valuable lessons had you stayed in Ridgeclimb.  The lessons of permanence and security and nurturing and care in a home, a nest, a garden are fundamental values, Alec heard himself saying, wondering how long he had subconsciously considered the matter.  The values you learn while traveling are different values, the values of mobility, flexibility, adaptability, sustenance in lean times and lean locations.
 
   The lokasennii will benefit from having a grendasteusse learn both sets of values, Hope.  I look forward to taking you back to Ridgeclimb when all of this is over, so that you will appreciate those quieter values of home.  They are the same principles and values you saw at Warm Springs, but perhaps their lesson will seem more profound after this trip’s travails are behind you, he continued.
 
   Perhaps the grandasteur only wanted me to travel with you so that after I heard your lectures I would not think hers were so profoundly boring, Hope replied, but she smiled, and Alec felt a note of respect in her expression.
 
   That family has some history, Alec told her, sitting up.  We should try to comfort them while we can.
 
   “As you wish,” Hope said, then sprang forward and out from under the wagon.
 
   After eating breakfast, Alec began to prod the others to pack up the camp.
 
   “We are going to go past the bandits camp this morning.  Would you like to come back west with us to retrieve your goods?” Alec asked Salem, as he began to saddle some of the horses they had acquired from the defeated bandits.  The animals were in good shape, relatively well-fed, and Alec hoped that they would find a sizeable supply of fodder at the bandits’ supply depot.
 
   “Thank you, that would make the morning much easier for us,” Salem replied.  She and both her children rode their horses very well, he noted as the group started to move west, which made sense if they were a family of traveling merchants.
 
   “Come up front with me,” Alec called back to Salem minutes after they began to move, “and tell me when the cave is nearby.”
 
   They rode silently, Alec enjoying the ride atop the horse as well as the absence of any need to use any of his ingenaire energies on this morning in which the sunshine made everyone feel warm, there was no snow to blow off the road, and there were no evident dangers requiring his Warrior energies.
 
   “Up there, my lord,” Salem said, and reached out to touch Alec’s shoulder to get his attention, then pointed up an intersecting valley.
 
   Minutes later Alec had everyone from his group busy plundering fodder and food stuffs that he planned to use to replenish their own supplies, packing more onto the mules and around the wagon.  Salem and her children seemed to know specific items they wanted, and they hunted through a number of crates in one corner of the cave, repacking crates to select what they wanted.   They didn’t seem to be collecting any practical items, food, clothing, or fodder, Alec noted as his group wound down its activity.
 
   “Salem,” he called loudly from the cave entrance.
 
   “That’s ‘Lady Salem’,” Kane spoke unexpectedly, in an authoritarian tone.
 
   “Shhhh,” Salem spoke to her son, and she stepped down from the cave and came towards Alec.  “Forgive him my lord,” she said earnestly.
 
   “There’s no harm,” Alec said politely, wondering what justification there was for the title of ‘lady’.  “I just wanted to let you know that we are almost finished here, and we’ll be on our way west in a few minutes.
 
   “I’d advise you to pack as much food and fodder as you can for you trip east,” he told her.  She had stepped down to the same level of stony floor he stood on, and suddenly looked smaller and more vulnerable that she had seemed before.  “The road is empty, the weather can be bad, and there will be no hope of resupply until you reach Ridgeclimb, which will take you weeks,” he tried to make his warning sound like friendly advice.  “Your family will be in our prayers,” he held out his hand to shake in friendship before he turned away.
 
   “Alec, my lord, wait,” Salem said suddenly.  Her children were descending to get closer, interested in hearing their mother’s conversation.
 
   “We are not equipped to travel in the mountains on our own.  I have to admit that,” she told him.  “We cannot go further west.  May we travel with you back east to the Twenty Cities?  You would keep us safe along the way I know.  I saw you fight, I’ve heard your people speak about your fantastic abilities, and I’ve observed your manners – I know there could be no better guardian for us.”
 
   “Mother, we can go on,” Kane protested.  “We can make it to Ridgeclimb.  These horses are strong and fast.”
 
   “No Kane, we could not do it; we could not pitch the tents every night, nor start the fires, nor post the guards among ourselves.  We must return to the Twenty Cities, and reconsider our options, so that perhaps we can try the journey again in the spring, after the caravan traffic starts traveling again,” Salem held her hand up to forestall further protests, and spoke in a measured tone that was strong and convincing.
 
   “I would welcome you to be our guests,” Alec said to prevent Kane from speaking again.  He was pleased that Salem had requested to join them; he had feared to think of them trying to make the journey through the mountains alone.  “We are ready to go.  Prepare your cargo and we’ll load it among ours; I’ll send Jasel’s strong back up here to help you carry it out.”  As he walked away he heard Kane and his mother speak urgently in low tones, indicating that the boy still sought to persuade his mother to continue the eastern trip, but shortly thereafter Kane and Jasel were both carrying crates down to the wagon, where Mr. Graze graciously allowed them to be stored inside the wagon.  
 
   Graze sat quietly, not speaking to anyone as they resumed motion, and Alec worried about the man.  He’s suffered the twin shocks of losing his sister-in-law and his wife just a few days apart, and Alec hoped his spirit was strong enough to continue the trip.  Despite a gruff beginning, Alec sensed that Alfred was not an unpleasant person, just one that had spent his life being henpecked, perhaps doubly, into submission.
 
   That day they made good progress.  With the horses available for riding and carrying extra weight, Alec let the bulk of the group travel at a faster speed than the wagon and the mules, relying on Andi and Jasel to provide protection, and Bauer and Hope to tell him of any trouble.  They were instructed to start setting camp after sunset, while Alec and Stacha, and the mules, remained with Mr. Graze and his steady-going, oxen-pulled wagon, who lagged behind the others.
 
   “It seems risky to split the group,” Andi had protested.
 
   “Don’t worry, I feel safe with my husband to protect me,” Stacha had spoken up brightly.
 
   Alec saw the frown on Andi’s face.  He knew the Black Crag guard had never had a high level of tolerance for Stacha or Racha, but had kept her hostility checked following the loss of the twin sister; he decided to quickly cut off any confrontation.
 
   “I think that since the one gang of bandits that is no longer here was so large, there was unlikely to be any other cutthroats within a few days ride,” he spoke, aware that others nearby were listening in.  “Those bandits were apparently a large group, and would have established absolute control over their portion of the highway; I’m sure they didn’t tolerate competitors, so the road should be clear of problems for a day or two.  I’m comfortable that we can split up as a way to pick up speed, especially while this nice weather holds.”
 
   Andi quickly accepted his judgment, and the horse riders moved out at an increased pace.  The mules and the oxen-drawn wagon quickly fell behind and out of sight of the jaunty horse-riders, all of whom were pleased to feel the sun’s rays and even the bounce of the horses as they rode along, riding for the first time in the case of the Ridgeclimb travelers, and riding freely again in the case of Salem’s family.
 
   Stacha stayed with Alec, and the two of them led their placid mules alongside Alfred Graze; Alec walked while Stacha joined Alfred as he sat atop the front bench of the wagon.
 
   “Gwen and I didn’t even experience winter for the first twenty years we were married,” Alfred said conversationally.  He glanced sideways and saw that they were both looking at him.  “We had a shop down in Cearche, a millener shop.  Gwen made the most fashionable hats in the whole city; all the ladies of the great men and the local nobility had to wear her hats at festival time – she was that good at it.  We even hired a pair of local girls to help with some of the stitching, while I ran the shop, and we kept those girls that busy.
 
   “But then Gwen’s sister came to visit us.  Her husband had passed away up in Vincennes where they lived, and she had to handle the wrap-up of his trading business.  Times were pretty peaceful around the Empire back then, back towards the end of Empress Caitlen’s time on the throne, and we thought the idea of all the adventure, seeing new cities and meeting new people, traveling around on a boat or a wagon or what-not, it sounded so much better than sitting in that tidy little shop, gossiping with the same customers and neighbors every day.
 
   “I wish we’d never left that shop, but it made Gwen happy to be with her sister and help her do her trading, and so long as she was happy, I was happy,” he concluded.
 
   There was a long silent pause, interrupted only by the sound of hooves pacing along the surface of the road.  “What did they look like?” Stacha asked.
 
   “Eh?” Alfred responded, caught off-guard.
 
   “The hats – what did they look like?” she clarified, and Alec suspected that her question was evidence of genuine interest.
 
   “Well, it depended on the season,” Alfred answered, and Alec listened with half an ear for the rest of the afternoon to the animated conversation the two had.
 
   More than an hour past sunset the wagon and mules arrived at the campsite the horsemen had selected, their path lit by a ball of light Alec generated to ride in front of the oxen.
 
   Jody was standing by the road, watching the ball in fascination as it glided slowly towards the campsite.  “The others say you can do all sort of magical things!” she spoke in a shrill, excited tone, caught up in the wonder of seeing the light, revealing the young girl aspect of her personality.
 
   “You say you’ve never been to the Twenty Cities, but you’re practicing the tricks of the Old Ones from Yangchoo,” Zane accused him.
 
   “I’ve never been to the Twenty Cities,” Alec agreed.  “And I’ve never heard of the Old Ones of Yangchoo.”
 
   “You’re doing just exactly what they do,” Zane insisted loudly.  “They light up the whole city at night, the streets and the cafes and whatever else they want to.  The old ones have magic tricks they use to make the light bright.”
 
   Alec split his ball of light into three smaller balls, and made the three circle around the camp lazily, one green, one yellow, and one white.  “I’d like to meet them some day.  Maybe after we’ve rescued Kriste we can all go visit Yangchoo and see if their lights are as good as mine.”
 
   “Would you like some roast potato?” Salem asked, as Alec made one of his balls of light drop gently down to eye level in front of Jody, dimmed and shrunken, and seeming to dance on the open palm of the hand she held flat.  
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Alec said with a smile, watching as Jody giggled at the dancing light
 
   Salem brought him the potato, wrapped in a cloth to protect her hands from the heat of the warm vegetable.  She walked with a gingerly limp, and Alec realized she was saddle sore.
 
   “I would have thought that you would be used to riding a horse,” he commented as he took the potato and tossed it from hand to hand, waiting for it to cool.
 
   “We got a little playful today,” Salem answered, and seemed to blush faintly.  “I fell off my horse when I was racing Zane, and landed squarely on my back there.”
 
   She watched apprehensively as Alec’s hand curled around and touched the small of her back, bringing them physically close together.  Salem’s eyes slide upward and studied Alec’s face apprehensively.
 
   “You will not touch my mother so familiarly,” Zane stepped next to Alec.
 
   Alec ignored him, and released a flow of Healing energy into the woman’s body, easing away the pain of the bruise, dispersing the blood that pooled in the injured spot, and mending the muscles that had suffered tears.  Satisfied after only a moment of healing that she would feel no pain, Alec withdrew his hand, and resumed tossing the potato back and forth as he stepped away from the woman.
 
   There’s no place among the Twenty Cities that has anyone with a reputation for doing anything like that,” Salem said softly.  “Thank you for healing my pain.”
 
   My pleasure to serve,” he replied, as Zane stood confused by the exchange. “Does anyone else need to have their saddlesoreness healed away?” Alec asked, and he walked away to sooth the others in the camp.
 
   For the next two days the newly combined caravan group used the same method of travel, allowing the horse riders to sprint ahead and cover distance, then set up camp and prepare for the evening, while the mules and the wagon came plodding along at their gentle pace, and caught up in the evening.  After three days of such a routine Alec began to grow more cautious.  “Did you encounter many other gangs of bandits on your way coming east?” he asked Salem on the third evening after she had joined the caravan.
 
   “We,” she waved her hand to indicate her family, “rode in the middle of the group.  From time to time we saw men approach the leaders of our group, and after some brief conversation, we went on without any ado.”
 
   “Were any of those very close to the last time, the time you were attacked?” he asked, but Salem’s recollections were inexact, and she could give only a vague answer.  Thereafter the group traveled together as a single unit again.  Two days after that, Alec detected a man on a far off hill watching them as they crawled along the road at midmorning, and at noon he sensed a dozen men stationed at hidden locations on the mountainside above them,  as a single man stood in the middle of the road, openly waiting for them to approach.
 
   Alec rode out alone to meet him.  “We are so glad to see travelers on the road,” the man said.  “How has your journey been?”
 
   “It’s never easy to make the journey in the winter, but we’ve fared well,” Alec answered.  “You probably don’t see many caravans come through this time of year, do you?”
 
   “No, it’s a rare thing,” the man agreed.  “You must have a very good reason to try to make the journey now.  Some goods of very high value that you are transporting, perhaps?”
 
   “We’re carrying some goods, as a favor to some friends,” Alec agreed.  “But our real reason is that we’re following another group.  They took something we value, and we’re going to get it back.  Perhaps you dealt with them recently?” he asked.
 
   The highwayman’s face twitched uncomfortably.  “There may have been a group, but I don’t recollect,” he said uneasily.
 
   Alec’s sword was out of his scabbard and pointed at the man’s throat faster than his eyes could see.  “I suspect you do remember them,” Alec spoke softly.  “They wiped out most of the last gang east of here, and then we mopped up the rest; you’ve got no competition in that part of the mountains if you’d like to move into a nice new cave.
 
   “The people we are pursuing are fighters, and we are too,” he bluffed.  “But we don’t want to shed blood needlessly,” he lazily pulled his sword away from the man’s pale face and shoved it back in his scabbard again, then pulled a bright red ruby, one of the smuggled stones that the brothers had hidden on the mules, out of his pocket and dropped it into the hand of the robber.
 
   “So tell me now, truthfully, how many days are we behind the other group, and did they fight you? “ Alec asked.
 
   “They wiped out half our men; we killed one of theirs, and that was just a lucky arrow shot,” the man said, his fist clenched tightly around the ruby.  “They came through about eight days ago.”
 
   “Were they still on foot, or had they gained any horses from the last gang they beat?” Alec asked.
 
   “Half were on foot, half were on horseback,” the man answered.  “Four and four.”
 
   “Thank you.  You can call your men down off the hillside now if you want to, and we’ll pass through peacefully,” Alec ended the conversation, waved to his followers, and continued to head west.
 
   Stacha found her attention torn as they traveled.  She wanted to be with Alec, to practice her ability to speak with her mind only and to remind him that he was her husband.  But she also proved to be fascinated with Alfred’s stories of hats and fashions, asking questions constantly as she rode on the wagon bench with him.  “I didn’t realize how much I remembered,” he told Alec one evening.  Stacha questioned him about not just hats, but the fashions of the dresses and cloaks that went with them, and how they matched.  One morning Graze disappeared into the rear of the wagon for several minutes, an returned with a basket and cloth.  “Gwen never stopped loving sewing,” he said.
 
   “Here’s her sewing kit and some of the material she was using right before she passed away,” he handed the bundle to Stacha.  “We’ll look at it as we ride this morning, and you can see what the different stitches did, how they looked.”
 
   Alec was pleased to see Stacha’s attention subtly shift away from him.  But he was troubled when Hope gleefully relayed her conversation one afternoon with Andi.  The Black Crag guard had asked a great deal about Alec and expressed her determination to earn his attention.  Alec consequently tried to avoid Andi as much as possible.
 
   During the following week, the caravan continued to enjoy better weather than Alec anticipated, and met only one other group of highwaymen, who Alec paid a token sapphire to.  Then, once he’d grown too comfortable, they were hit by another blizzard.  They saw it coming from the northern sky for half a day before it hit, and Alec attempted to use his Air energies to protect their group from the snow and wind, while keeping the road clear in front of them.  He succeeded in doing so for the rest of that day, but when they camped at night, the snow continued to fall, and large drifts built up around the campsite.  At last, when the cooking was done, Alec released his energies, and the brutal wind brought a sheet of snow into the campsite.
 
   “Kane, you can take the first watch tonight,” he told Salem’s son.
 
   “Me?  Really?  What do I do?” the boy asked, startled.
 
   “You stay awake, you watch outside the campsite, you make sure nothing bad happens, and then you wake me up when my shift starts,” Alec said briefly.  He was convinced that no trouble was likely to fall on them under the conditions of the storm, making it the best time to start breaking the boy into the guard rotation.
 
   “How will I know when my shift is over?” Kane asked, as his mother fidgeted about him.
 
   “Watch the fire,” Alec answered.  “I would say watch the stars, but that doesn’t apply tonight,” he added with a thin smile.  “Watch a stick slowly burn, and estimate how long it takes, then stir the fire alive, and let another stick burn, and keep track of them.
 
   “I’ll go check on the animals for the night.  You go find your spot where you can keep an eye on the camp site, and walk around it from time to time,” Alec advised as he wiped melting snow from his face, then walked away to check on the mules and the oxen.
 
   He found Alfred Graze also checking on the oxen, and the two men stood together next to where the large, placid beasts lay down for the night.  “You’re good with animals,” Graze told Alec.  “I appreciate you watching out for the oxen.
 
   “You’re good with people too,” he added.  “You’ve made this trip a greater success than it should have been.”
 
   “We’ve lost three people,” Alec disagreed.  “It doesn’t feel like a success.
 
   “Thank you for taking Stacha under your wing with the sewing and the fashion work.  You’ve filled a void in her life; it’s good for her,” Alec told the older man.
 
   “It’s been good for me too,” Alfred replied.
 
   “And you may have lost three people, but any other leader would have lost us all, and you’ve picked up some additional ones as well.  As far as we’ve gotten, I’m starting to feel pretty good about our odds of making it all the way,” the older man said.
 
   “I better go now,” he added.  “You’ve got some company coming,” he nodded and then walked off, his head pulled down into the collar of his coat, trying to avoid the wintery blast.
 
   Alec turned and saw that Salem was bent into the wind, heading towards him.  He threw up a shield of air to lessen the breeze blowing against her, and she lurched forward unsteadily for a moment as the headwind disappeared.  She raised her head and grinned at him, a warm and friendly grin that gladdened Alec’s spirit to see.
 
   “You know just what to do, and you can do anything, can’t you?”  she asked as she reached him.
 
   “I can do many things, but not anything,” he denied.
 
   “Thank you for giving Kane that guard duty.  You’ve given him a sense of self-worth.  You knew that, didn’t you?” she asked.
 
   “The boy needed a chance to contribute,” Alec agreed.  “And taking a shift tonight will also make him appreciate the work others do when they serve guard duty.  And I imagine Jasel will appreciate a night of not serving duty.”
 
   “You’re a great one aren’t you?” Salem asked.  “You’re more than just a caravan leader, more than just a traveler.  You’re going to change life in the Twenty Cities when you get there.”
 
   Alec looked at her inquisitively.
 
   “You know, the five oldest cities, the special ones, have races of people with talents they use for their cities, as they have for centuries and centuries – the Old Ones, they’re called.  And among the Twenty Cities, we think they are the grandest beings of earth.  But here you are with more abilities or talents or gifts, whatever you call them, than all of the five cities put together, it seems to me.  What are you going to do?” she asked.
 
   Alec noticed that she shivered in the cold, and he reached out to touch her, providing a stream of Healing energy that raised her temperature.
 
   “That is very effective,” Salem said.   “But my husband would have simply hugged me to warm me up, and while it might not have been as effective as your magic, it would have had more impact.
 
   “Would you hold me, please?  I feel so lonely sometimes, and so weak,” she asked, with moisture in her eyes that Alec knew was more than just snow.
 
   He held his arms wide, and embraced her, his arms holding her tightly against his body, and he turned slightly to block the wind from striking her.  You are not weak, he sent a silent message to her spirit.  The world seems hostile, but there are always friends and hope and refuge, sometimes in the unexpected places.  You will be safe with us.
 
   “And so you are a mind reader as well?  But for how long will we be safe with you?  When you get to Oolitan we will go our separate ways, and then,” her voice trailed off.
 
   Perhaps our paths will lie together, Alec answered.  Do not borrow tomorrow’s troubles for today.  There must be hope; I have learned in life that there can always be hope when troubles seem unbearable.
 
   “You say the things my husband would have said,” Salem told him softly.
 
   Alec infused her with more of his Healing energy, and then told her, “Our sentry is watching only his mother instead of the whole camp.  Go back to your bed for the night so that we can all be safely protected.”
 
   Salem stepped away and smiled, then turned into the wind, and Alec erected a shield of air to make her stroll back to the wagon easier.   Once he saw her climb into the wagon, he resumed checking the mules, prying away stones in their hooves, and thanking the Lord that none had lost a shoe on the journey.  He hadn’t asked Graze whether he had blacksmith tools with his wagon, and the craft remained one whose finer points were beyond his mastery.
 
   When his treatment of the animals was complete, he went back to the wagon, warmed the stones that had been placed beneath, and crawled into his spot, resting but not sleeping, until he heard Kane approaching the wagon.  He rose, added heat to the stones again, and climbed out.  “How was your shift?  Anything interesting to report?” Alec asked.
 
   “Nothing.  It’s so cold out here even the wolves aren’t coming out,” Kane said.
 
   Alec gave him a dose of body warmth.  “Thanks,” Kane said curtly, then climbed beneath the wagon.
 
   Alec walked about the camp for an inspection, then climbed up onto the stones and took a seat, warming himself occasionally and observing nothing that moved but the snowflakes and the trees that were blown by the wind.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17 – Battle with the Miners
 
    
 
   The caravan struggled through heavy snow for the next two days, Alec aiding their progress the best he could, and by the third day the storm was past and the roadway was blown clean of snow before them, leaving only the bitter chill as a condition to be vigilant against.  The cold was unrelenting for the next week, but they made decent progress, with no signs of bandits or other problems, except for one mule that died overnight.
 
   At the end of the week, three occurrences raised everyone’s spirits.  The weather broke in their favor, with sunshine and air that was so warm the snow around them began to melt day after day.  At the same time, their road began a consistent and noticeable tilt downward, which Kane reported was a sign that they were over the heights of the mountains and heading downward towards the Twenty Cities. 
 
   “But we’ll still have to go down the big cliff road,” Jody added.
 
   And after three more days, they passed an active coal mine, and began to intermingle with other traffic on the road.  Mules and carts carried numerous loads of coal down the mountain road, making a wider, busier, and muddier path.  Mindful of the greater traffic and the approach to civilized areas, Hope and Jody asked that the horse-riders be allowed to ride ahead of the mules and the wagons.  Alec turned to Andi.  “What’s your opinion?” he asked.
 
   She shrugged.  “We probably won’t see bandits, but the miners can get rowdy, especially if they’ve been working isolated up in the mountains all winter.”
 
   “You may ride ahead, but don’t go too fast,” he warned.  And call me at the first sign of trouble, he added to both Bauer and Hope.
 
   The day passed uneventfully, but as sunset approached, both Bauer and Hope sent messages.
 
   We’ve run into a large group of miners, a couple of dozen.  They’ve been drinking and they’re surrounding us, commenting on how long it’s been since they’ve seen women.  Jasel and Kane are growing agitated and there’s going to be trouble, Bauer explained.
 
   Help us Alec.  This is frightening, Hope simply called.
 
   Alec explained the trouble ahead to Graze and Stacha on the wagon seat, then started running hard, using his Warrior powers, and carrying a bow and arrow.  After a half mile he heard a call from Hope.  They’re beating Jasel!  Help!
 
   Desperate to move faster, Alec dropped his Warrior abilities and embraced the Air energy, then cushioned himself on a stream of air that lifted him high off the ground and flew him forward along the route of the dimly visible road.  When he saw the group in a melee two minutes later he plummeted swiftly to the ground, and dove into the fight, swinging his sword at the legs of the miners.
 
   The bodies of the combatants were so densely intermingled with one another that Alec found himself under a scrum.  A miner climbed on top of his back, and several others did so as well, seeking to swarm him under their weight.  Alec felt a knife stab him in the kidney and he shouted with pain.  He lost his connection to the Warrior energy and ceased to struggle as men continued to punch and kick him.  He curled up into a ball to protect himself, as he heard the shouts and screams of the battle going on around him.
 
   “Who’s this meddler?” one husky voice asked.
 
   “He came out of the darkness and started cutting the boys,” another voice said, as men started raising off him.
 
   Alec, are you here?  Is it you?  Are you okay? Bauer asked, as Alec heard one of the women start screaming.
 
   Alec reached feebly for his healing powers, and grasped them tenuously.  He slowly slid his hand back to the stab wound and focused on repairing the damage he had suffered, then felt a kick in the knee that distracted him.
 
   “Take him to the edge of the road and throw him over,” the husky voice ordered.
 
   Frantically, Alec regrasped the Healing energy, then sent a blast of the power into his back, removing the wound.  He let several pairs of hands seize and lift his body, and he grasped his Air abilities again.  As they walked him to the edge of the road and threw him, he created another current of air that let him float in place before the astonished men.
 
   He rose in the air to better observe the dark battlefield before him.
 
   “Look at him!  He’s flying!” one of the ruffians shouted, as many heads turned to see him.
 
   Jasel was down on the ground, pulled from his horse and wounded, Alec saw, while Jody and Kane and Bauer were trapped and held in place.  Andi was on a pile of rocks with Hope behind her, swinging her sword wearily at the men trying to reach them, and Salem was screaming and kicking as a half dozen men were carrying her away from her horse.
 
   Alec dove at Salem’s predicament, flying into the men like an arrow, knocking many of them over, then he stood up and began throwing punches that disabled all six of them quickly, as Salem lay sobbing on the ground.
 
   Alec picked up two swords that lay on the ground and threw them at the backs of men who were assaulting Andi and Hope, striking those men down, then he ran over to Jasel’s location, covering another corner of the scattered battlefield, and checked the boy.  Jasel had suffered a severe injury, a vicious stab to the stomach.  Alec momentarily dropped his Warrior energy even as men started to run towards him, and sent a blast of Healing power into Jasel, enough to keep him alive. 
 
   He noticed a bow and quiver of arrows on the saddle of Jasel’s horse, and grimly reached for them, then engaged his Warrior powers, feeling the stressed limits of his power, and sent the deadly shafts flying with the greatest force he could muster from the bow, rapidly piercing six more of the attackers before the bow cracked from too strong a draw.
 
   Andi and Hope were no longer under siege, nor were Bauer and Salem’s children.  The men who had been carrying Salem away, those who could still walk, were running away into the darkness, while a small, defiant knot, the men who had tried to throw him over the cliff, stood with swords raised.
 
   “Drop your weapons and go, now,” Alec ordered them.  “Go to Oolitan, and never trouble another traveler again.”
 
   The men disappeared into the darkness, and Alec dropped the broken bow, then dropped to one knee next to Jasel.  Bauer, come here, he called.
 
   “Salem, how are you?” he called to the woman as he examined Jasel more closely, suddenly too weary to even use his powers to exam her.
 
   “I’m frightened – shivering,” she held a hand in front of her as she walked towards his, her right hand shaking while her left hand held her ripped blouse together in front of her.  “But I am not hurt.  Thank you, thank you, my lord,” she began to cry as she arrived next to him.
 
   Jasel was in grave danger, Alec could see, despite the emergency healing he had carried out.
 
   “Alec, we’re here.  Are you alright?  Is the boy going to be okay?” Bauer asked as he also arrived next to Alec and knelt beside him.  He could see little in the dim light, but could see the strain showing in Alec’s face.
 
   Alec reached over and grabbed Bauer’s hand.  Take Jasel and I to the edge of the road by the hillside and lay us side by side out of the way, then give me a knife.  I am going to share my blood with him, as I did with you so many years ago.  Let us sleep that way tonight.  I don’t have enough energy left to heal him; I’m about to pass out as it is.  In the meantime, take the bodies of all the attackers and throw them over the cliff; give them a mighty heave!  Send someone – Hope – back with a lantern to find the wagon and lead them here, then set up a watch, with two on watch each shift, Alec laid out his directions, then he released Bauer’s hand and slumped forward.
 
   “Is he alright?” Salem asked, as the others gathered around in fright and concern.
 
   “Let’s carry these two over there,” Bauer directed.  “They’ll be okay by the morning,” he assured everyone.  “Now,” Bauer directed as soon as they had Alec and Jasel in place, and he gave instructions that put the other survivors in motion.
 
   “Alec, do you need help?  Can you do this?” Bauer asked as the two men lay on the ground.
 
   “Cut us both, then hold our wounds together,” Alec spoke faintly, and after Bauer did as instructed, Alec used his last grasp of the Healer energy to heal the two vascular systems together, so that blood began to flow from him to Jasel and back, as they both lay unconscious on the ground.
 
   Half an hour later, as the wagon came into sight down the road, Salem carried a bundle of blankets over to spread them over the two sleeping men, then knelt and looked in wonder at the arms that grew together.
 
   “It’s extraordinary what he can do,” Bauer said over her shoulder.
 
   “What is this?” she asked as she pointed at the link between their arms.
 
   “Alec is sharing his blood with Jasel, to keep him alive and help him heal,” Bauer answered.
 
   “Is there anything he can’t do?  Is he really even a human?  Why is he out here in the wilderness with us going through all these hardships?”  Salem turned to look up at Bauer, and watched his face in the light of the small torch he carried.
 
   “He lives only to serve others,” Bauer told her.  “He can do anything.  I saw him fight a demigod and win,” Bauer thought back to the memories he had glimpsed when he and Alec had shared their blood and spirits, when he had been converted from a sorcerer to a human.  “He has seen more of God and served his God more than I believe any other mortal could ever imagine, if he even is a mortal any more.  He has fought and killed demons, he is the friend of all races,” Bauer said softly, thinking about how the lokasennii looked up to Alec.
 
   “How long have you know him?  How old is he?” Salem asked.
 
   Bauer looked at her and paused.  “I’ve known him longer than you’ve been alive, and he was old when I met him,” he answered cagily.  “The wagon’s almost here, and we’ll have a bite to eat, if you’d care to join the rest of us now,” he advised.
 
   She rose to walk with him over to the campfire that was burning.  “Will he be okay?”
 
   “He expects to be.  I expect him to be, maybe tomorrow, maybe the day after that,” Bauer answered.  “He’ll be okay, and Jasel will be, different.”  Then he began walking, and said no more.  Bauer went on to hand out assignments and duties as Alec had directed him, and the caravan slept peacefully that night.  When Bauer awoke the next morning and walked in the chilly air to check on Alec, he found Stacha bundled under blankets with Alec, sharing her body warmth with him.
 
   He let the trio sleep in the dawning light, while he went to check on the mules and the oxen, and when he was finished he discovered that Alfred and Salem were standing side-by-side watching over the sleeping companions.
 
   “So then he lifted the oxen, with Mrs. Grean on them, mind you, up the hillside,” Graze was telling Salem.  “That, to me, is more impressive than making himself fly.”
 
   Alec’s eyes opened, and he saw Stacha beside him, then realized the other two were standing over him.  He looked over at Jasel, examining the boy with his Healer vision, and gave a slight nod, satisfied that Jasel’s injuries were healed thanks to the presence of Alec’s blood flowing through his veins throughout the night.
 
   “Alfred,” he whispered, “lend me your knife.”  He held his free hand out, and Alfred pulled the blade from his belt, allowing Alec to swiftly slice the two connected arms apart.  Jasel cried out, and Alec clamped his hand over the boy’s arm to heal the cut, then healed himself, as Stacha sat up.
 
   “What’s happening?” Jasel asked, not remembering anything since he had been struck down from his saddle the night before.
 
   “We’re ready to start moving this morning,” Alec answered as he stood, and extended a hand to Stacha to help her up as well, her drowsy face looking fetching in the morning light.
 
   “But I remember there were men all around us, and they were fighting.  They stabbed me,” his hand explored his torso, examining the places he remembered wounds.
 
   “Alec healed you,” Salem said.  “He saved your life.  He saved all our lives,” she looked over at Alec again with bright eyes.
 
   “We need to get everyone going and get underway,” Alec brushed the matter away.  “Alfred, would you and Stacha go put the oxen in the harness?” he sent them away.  “Salem, go get those children of yours out of their covers, and everyone else who’s still abed too,” he told her.
 
   When they were gone, he knelt down by Jasel.  “Do you remember a long time ago, just after your parents left the farm at Ridgeclimb, when I came to visit you on the farm?” he asked.
 
   “I haven’t thought about that in a long time,” Jasel answered.  “Everything sure seemed simpler then.  Or maybe I just didn’t know how complicated the world was.
 
   “I didn’t know you could do the things you do,” he added.
 
   “That morning you came into the farmhouse and found Kriste and me passed out on the floor,” Alec began to explain, “I had tried to use one of my powers to help Kriste; she had told me she was having nightmares.
 
   “That power I used was what I call my Spiritual power.  It does many things,” he reached out to place his hand on Jasel’s forearm.
 
   It lets me talk with my mind to the mind of another person, like this, he spoke mentally.
 
   Now, to help heal you, I let my blood flow through your body last night.  One thing that may happen is that you will be able to send your thoughts to other people as well, he added.
 
   I hear you!  Can you hear me? Jasel immediately replied, an astonished expression on his face.  I remember now, you did this in the kitchen of our house once!
 
   The two held a conversation for several minutes, Alec answering questions and explaining to the best of his ability, while cautioning against inflated expectations.  We shall practice, Alec assured him.  But now we need to get moving, Alec told him, and they carried their covers over to the wagon.
 
   During the day the caravan moved along the road, staying together as a single unit, and over the course of the day, each member of the group that had been attacked came to Alec to thank him for the rescue.
 
   “I was most impressed by your abilities,” Kane spoke with an assumed mantle of authority to Alec, who barely succeeding in hiding a smile at the importance Kane sought to convey.  “When we are back among the Twenty Cities, I would offer you the opportunity to be a fighter for me.  I cannot tell you the particulars right now, but it would bring great honor to you.
 
   “You would not be eligible to be a suitor for my mother however, even when the mourning season is over,” he added pointedly.
 
   “I will take your offer under consideration,” Alec had answered politely.
 
   Andi came to see him later.  “Marva will never believe half the tales I tell her about this trip; not a quarter of them,” she told Alec.  “The pool of water that ate people seemed like the best, but when I tell her you came flying in and killed almost a score of men alone, she’ll call me a liar.”
 
   “We’ll know the truth, no matter what she says,” Alec answered.  “Thank you for keeping Hope safe on the rocks until I arrived,” he added.
 
   “That would have been a good story,” Andi agreed.  “I held a slew of them off, didn’t I?
 
   “But then you came flying in, and suddenly, me fighting a few men with a sword doesn’t sound like much,” Andi complained.  “You owe me a favor for interrupting my great victory.  I almost had them where I wanted them!” she said with a laugh.  “Actually, I hope you’ll let me take you out to dinner and show my appreciation.” She added nervously, “when we finally reach a city.”  She looked at him beseechingly as she made the most direct address to him she had dared since the journey began.
 
   “We’ll have dinner sometime,” Alec casually agreed, still mindful of Hope’s warning earlier.
 
   They traveled that day and the next, Alec resting in the back of the wagon the first day, as their group saw more traffic on the road, and the following night they stopped before sunset, when they reached a roadside inn, build at a fork in the road; Jasel rode in the wagon as well as Alec, sitting with Stacha and Alfred, watching and listening to their lessons on the millinery shop.  “Who is ready to sleep in a bed?” Alec asked when they stopped at an inn, and listened to a roar of approval.  They took three rooms, Salem’s family in one, the other women in one, and the men in the third.  After arranging their belongings securely, they settled into a half empty public room and ate dinner together, a group of people who got along with one another after all the trials of the road; even Andi felt charitable towards Stacha, whose attentions had shifted from Alec to Graze, as those two continued to share their mutual interest in the millinery business.
 
   The next morning Alec was up early, and speaking to the stable boy, as he went out to feed the animals in the stable.  “Have you had any other travelers come from the east recently?” Alec asked.
 
   “Four days ago,” the boy replied.  “Seven of them came riding through here four days ago.  They didn’t say much, and they definitely weren’t miners; I don’t know who they were, where they came from, or what they were up to.”
 
   Alec tossed a coin to the boy, one of his small coins from Valeriane, a coin that would seem exotic and foreign in the western mountains.  “How far is the ride to Oolitan?” he asked.
 
   “You’ve got the wagon and the mules?” the boy clarified, to Alec’s nod.  “You’ll need a day and a half to reach the View, and then most of a day to get to the bottom of the Glide.”
 
   “The Glide?  What is it?  I’ve never heard of it,” Alec asked and commented.
 
   “Never heard of the Glide?  You are from the other side of the mountains, aren’t you?  As if that accent doesn’t give you away,” the boy made Alec wince with his reference to an accent, even though Alec didn’t know if the boy meant his Dominion accent as he spoke the Avonellene language, or an Avonellene accent.  Alec had never lost the accent that had marked him as an outsider in Vincennes from his first moment there, though it had smoothed out over his century of life in the empire’s lands.
 
   “The Glide is a long path carved into the side of the escarpment that is the beginning of the mountains proper,” he explained.  “The View is the flat land at the top of the Glide; you can see eight of the Twenty Cities from there on a good day, they say,” he added parenthetically.
 
   “Oolitan sits right at the base of God’s Step – that what we call the cliff because it’s so high and straight.  It’ll take most of a day to climb down it; it does take a full to climb up, that’s why most of the inns are located right there at the top of the cliff.
 
   “Some folks don’t even make it all the way up!  I hear that you can find folks sleeping at night along the side of the road,” the boy completed the travelogue that he knew.
 
   Alec thanked the boy and returned to the inn, where the few other travelers on the road were eating breakfast in the common room.  He knocked on the doors of the others from his group, calling them all downstairs to eat the warm food that was available, a welcome change for the first meal of the day after the long weeks of travel, and as they sat around a table together, Alec decided they needed to talk about their next plans.
 
   “We are only a day and a half from the end of the journey through the mountains,” he announced, and he looked at the expressions around the table.  Although Salem and her children maintained a look of studied neutrality, there was relief on the faces of all the others.
 
   “And the stable boy tells me we are only four days behind the ingenairii who took Kriste,” he looked at Jasel.  “They are riding on horseback now, so they are already down in Oolitan.
 
   “How large is the city?” he looked at Salem as he asked the question.  “Will we be able to track them through it?  How many roads lead out of the city?”
 
   “Oolitan is not the largest of the Twenty Cities, but it’s a large one,” Salem answered.  “Anyone will need two days to get across it, not just because it is large, but because it is so unruly.  It’s a trading port as much as a city, and authority is weak and corrupt; there’s not much order to it.
 
   “There’s a main road south to the port city of Shoreham, there’s the Old Road that goes north to some of the cities in that direction,” she paused with some emotion, Alec could tell, “and then there’s the Great Road that goes on west to most of the other cities, including the Five Old Cities of Power.”
 
   “And Woven,” Kane added.
 
   “That’s where we’re from,” Jody spoke up.
 
   “And it’s where we’ll be again someday,” Kane interjected with a determined voice.
 
   “Shush, children, none of that right now,” Salem gave both of them a meaningful look.
 
   Alec sighed; he knew that they only reason the wagon and the mules had been able to gain on the Warriors had been because of his abilities to keep them moving through the blizzards and weather in the mountains that had delayed their ingenairii targets.  There would be none of those storms or factors to be likely to work in their favor from now on.  They would begin to fall behind if he allowed the others to continue to slow him down.  But he felt the strong realization that the others would continue to need his leadership for at least a while more.
 
   “Well, let’s make haste to get to The View as fast as we can, and decide what comes next,” he said.  “Everyone needs to think about what they plan to do once we’ve reached the Twenty Cities.”  With that he stood up and went to the stables to prepare the animals for departure.
 
   Their travels that day showed them one particularly interesting sight; they passed a caravan headed east towards Black Crag, the first organized caravan to attempt the trip.  “We’re leaving a week earlier than usual, but by being the first ones to arrive east we’ll collect a premium for the load we’re carrying,” the team leader told them.
 
   “You say you made it all the way through with just that rig?” he asked dubiously.  “What were the tollkeepers like?” he euphemistically referred to the bandit gangs.
 
   “We only ran into two sets, and they won’t trouble travelers as much anymore,” Alec said flatly.  “Did you happen to see a set of folks on horses, about seven, also headed down into the Twenty Cities?” he asked.
 
   “We did, they hit the bottom of the Glide the day we were starting up.  They were a bit of a celebrity group for making it through in the heart of winter.  They didn’t mention there was another group behind them,” he said.
 
   “They didn’t know we were behind them,” Alec answered.  “Did they mention where they were headed once they got through Oolitan?”
 
   “No, they just asked about the fastest way to get to the Western Road,” the other leader answered, then cracked his whip to set his train back into motion.  “Got to keep moving; good luck.”
 
   “And good luck to you too,” Alec answered.
 
   His caravan, had been dwarfed by the eastward bound collection of forty wagons, with spare to mules carry fodder, and multiple guards on horses.  The small group spent the night camping along the road, maintaining two guards on each shift of the watch.  Alec and Jasel worked on extending the boy’s ability to speak with his mind.  You can’t hear me any further away than this? Jasel asked as they sat only five feet apart.
 
   Not yet, but keep practicing.  You will develop the ability, Alec urged him.
 
   It seems like a lot of extra work, Jasel commented, without any real benefit.
 
   Imagine that you’re calling out to Kriste, Alec suggested.  Think about if she could hear you telling her that you’re coming to find her.  Think if she could answer and tell you where she was!
 
   The look at Jasel’s face showed Alec that he had stumbled onto the best motivation possible, and the boy practiced continually.
 
   By mid-afternoon on the following day, they reached the edge of The View, the small plateau that sat amid the mountains, several thousand feet above the plain in which the Twenty Cities were located.  Alec stood at the edge with the others in his group as the regular traffic of the region paced by them.  The view from The View was extraordinary; Alec drank in the sight of the flat plain that stretched into the distant horizon.  Oolitan spread out far below them, a city with small patches of recognizable grids of streets, but mostly a turning, teeming mass of roads and ways that merged and ended and started randomly.  It would be a tortuous journey through that slow-moving traffic, he realized.
 
   Off in the distance, he saw six cities easily.  Two were north along the northern road, and one was south, though it was not the great port city, Shoreham.  Looking west, the direction they had to travel, he saw two cities in a line that must be the Western Road they were looking for, as well as a city to the southwest.
 
   “It’s an inspiring sight,” Salem said as she came to stand next to him.
 
   “It is,” Alec agreed.  “What cities do we see?”
 
   “To the north are Churt, and then Firence,” she pointed past Alec.  “Down south is Creole.
 
   “Over there in the west is one of the Five, Erechta, and the most distant you can see is another of the Five, Exbury.  The near one,” she paused for only a moment, “is Woven.”
 
   “Was it your home?  Is that the city you’ve fled from?” Alec asked her.
 
   “Yes,” she answered softly.  “It was home.”
 
   “My path leads to Woven, it seems,” Alec said carefully.  “Do you plan to journey that way too?  Shall we continue to travel together?”
 
   “I wish that I could return to Woven, and I wish that I could travel with you, but we cannot return,” Salem said.  Kane had walked up, and stood behind his mother.
 
   “We could!  With Alec fighting for us, we could return!” he said excitedly.
 
   “Alec is not on his way to Woven to fight for us.  He is going in pursuit of his own mission,” she said, not looking at Alec.  Her eyes looked out at the horizon, tears forming and brimming.
 
   “Won’t you fight for us?  Won’t you fight for my mother?” Kane asked Alec.  “We can offer you great rewards!”
 
   “What battle would you need fought?  Who is your enemy?” Alec asked.
 
   “Kane, that is enough!” Salem spoke sharply, silencing her son.  “Go now; leave us,” she directed sternly.
 
   The boy looked at his mother defiantly for a moment, then turned and walked away.
 
   “I apologize, Alec.  I didn’t expect the boy to pester you like that.  It’s been hard for him,” she spoke hesitantly.
 
   “What is your story?” Alec asked.  “If I can help on my way to finding Kriste, I will be there to assist you.  You have been a good friend on this journey; I’m glad we were able to help you.”
 
   “My husband was the Marquis of Woven,” Salem explained.  “We were the ruling family of the city.”
 
   “Until?” Alec asked.
 
   “Until his cousin overthrew him.  We had many loyal followers, but after my husband was murdered, they felt it was best that we leave the city and run for safety,” she told Alec.  “And so we did.  We went to the edge of Oolitan, and lived on an estate there, and tried to forget the past.
 
   “But one night the past came to us, and attacked the estate.  Many of our servants and followers were killed defending us, and we,” she paused, “and I decided we needed to run from the Twenty Cities if we were going to stay alive.  And you know what happened after that.”
 
   “My grandfather was a king,” Alec said softly, looking off into the distant horizon.
 
   “Alec, if we’re going to make it down the Glide today, the stableman says we need to go soon,” Andi came over and interrupted.
 
   Alec held his hand up.
 
   “My grandfather, the king of the Dominion, was murdered by men who wanted power.  I killed them in revenge, and eventually took the throne myself,” he continued, his voice so soft that both Salem and Andi leaned in closer to him.
 
   “My first wife’s father was the emperor of Michian, until he was killed by his own sister, who wanted to rule the empire.  And I killed her.
 
   “Then Caitlen’s throne was usurped by the Conglomerate in Vincennes, and so I fought and returned her to the throne,” he said.
 
   “I will go to Woven with you, and we will restore you to the throne of your city,” he told Salem.  “Those who violently seize power for themselves must not be allowed to succeed.”
 
   “Andi, we will wait here until nightfall.  I have a different plan.  Go tell everyone to settle in and rest, and send Stacha and Alfred over here to see me,” he directed the Black Crag guard.
 
   “Alec, I believe you could do this.  I know you could fight your way into the palace and slay Trayma, the usurper.  But the people would not accept us back on the throne,” Salem told him.  “Trayma promised them that he would make Woven the ‘Sixth City’ with a miraculous power of its own.  The people – the nobility, the merchants, the peasants – they all want that.  They supported him so that they could become a ‘great city’, even if they dislike his treachery.”
 
   “How will he make the city a ‘great city’?” Alec asked.  “What does that even mean?”
 
   “The Five Great Cities are right next to Woven,” Salem answered.  “They each have some magical aspect to them, a feature that is maintained by the descendants of the ancient powers that founded the cities.  They are the heart of the culture of the Twenty Cities.
 
   “Trayma says that he has a magician who will use magic to make Woven the city of crystals, so that it will glitter and sparkle like a gigantic gemstone, and all the people of the Twenty Cities will come to see its splendor,” Salem answered.
 
   “How would he do that?” Alec asked.
 
   “The reports I received said that he was doing it, but it was a sham.  His ‘magician’ has a building where he mixes water and chemicals and makes a great deal of thick black smoke, and from that he produces a paste or a paint that has sparkles in it.  They are going around painting all the buildings with this paint, and when people protest, they are beaten, or jailed, or worse, by the soldiers and thugs who Trayma has brought in to coerce the city,” Salem answered.
 
   “If you were to return, and promised that you would truly give the city something unique, something that would make the lives of the people better and make the city wealthy, would they turn back to you, and help to overthrow Trayma?” Alec asked.
 
   “Alec, you wished to see us, my lord?” Stacha and Alfred arrived.
 
   “Think about your answer,” Alec directed Salem, then turned to the two new arrivals.
 
   “Alfred, do you have a plan for what you will do now that we are in the Twenty Cities?” he asked the old trader.
 
   “Only what I planned to do when Gwen and Mrs. Grean and I were heading this way,” Alfred said.
 
   “If I offered an alternative, would you consider it?” Alec asked.
 
   “Knowing what a great man you are, my lord, I would in all likelihood agree to any plan of yours.  I do not need to keep traveling to be happy,” Alfred said with a smile that displayed the genuine trust he had developed for Alec during their journey.
 
   “Stacha, if I suggested that we bought a shop where you could live and work in a city, and make hats and dresses and capes as you have been learning, would you think that is a good start to your new life?” he asked the girl.
 
   “Oh yes, my husband, I would live the happiest life if I could settle down with you and do those things,” she replied with a broad smile.
 
   “And if I said that I would not settle down with you, but that Alfred would live nearby to help you with running the shop, would you accept that?” Alec followed.
 
   Stacha’s smile disappeared.
 
   “Stacha, you have never really thought I am your husband, have you?” Alec asked, pushing the issue.
 
   “No Alec, I knew you were not, and I always knew in my heart you were not going to be,” she agreed, blushing lightly.
 
   “So a shop with Alfred nearby to help, and perhaps a real husband who would come courting you sometime soon as the pretty girl that you are, that would be a good way to start your life over here?” Alec pressed.
 
   “It would be more than I hoped for most of my life,” Stacha seemed to accept his proposal.
 
   “And Alfred, would like to be mentor to this young lady, and use your knowledge and skill to settle down and introduce the fashions of Cearche hats to the ladies of the Twenty Cities?” Alec asked.
 
   “You’re a shrewd man as well as a great one,” Alfred accepted.  “A shop, the prospect of waking up in the same bed – the same city! – every day, and the company of this young lady: that’s a nice promise for an old man,” he said.  “I think Gwen would approve of her hats coming back into fashion in a new town.”
 
   The sun was starting to set in the western sky, the air beginning to take on a warm golden glow as the rays lengthened and evolved towards red.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said.  “Go over to Jasel and Andi, and send them over to me now,” he told the pair.  They nodded and walked away, talking intently between themselves, discussing their future shop, Alec suspected.
 
   “What plots are you hatching?” Salem looked at him keenly.  “What new impossible tasks are you going to accomplish?”
 
   “I think we will all go to Woven,” Alec told her.  “We will acquire a shop for Stacha, and we will use it as our base for a quick campaign to restore you to leadership in your city.  If we need to, we will produce something unique and everlasting and magical that will make Woven the rich and powerful envy of the Twenty Cities.  And then I will go find Kriste and bring her back to freedom,” he said with a smile, as the next two young members of his entourage arrived.
 
   “We are going to go to Woven,” Alec addressed them, and explained his plan to set Stacha up in a shop there, and spoke in general terms about restoring Salem’s family, “Lady Salem, I should have been saying, pardon my familiarity,” he apologized with a smile to her.
 
   “When that is accomplished, it will be time to resume the hunt for your sister,” Alec spoke directly to Jasel.  “Are you comfortable with this?”
 
   “You believe we will still be able to find them?” Jasel asked.  “You don’t think Kriste will be lost forever in all these people?”  He had never seen a city before, and even the high altitude view of Oolitan’s teeming warrens astonished, overwhelmed, and even frightened him.
 
   “I think we’ll be closer to them when we leave Woven that we were when we left Ridgeclimb,” Alec answered his question indirectly.
 
   “I’m ready, but we’ve spent all this time up here this afternoon, when we could have gone down the Glide,” Jasel said, as Andi nodded in agreement.
 
   “We’re not going down the Glide,” Alec answered.  “We’re going down a faster way.”
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18 – Avoiding the Glide
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” Salem asked, her mouth hanging slightly open in astonishment.  “There is no other path down.”
 
   “We will leave in,” he looked up at the sky, where the sun had slipped far down towards the horizon, casting a lurid red light upon them all, “about a half hour.”
 
   “But what?” Salem started to ask.
 
   “Let’s all just wait,” Alec said.  What he had in mind was going to be unnerving for his companions, he knew.  It would tax his every effort, and probably leave him strained, in need of rest for a day or two after his endeavors.
 
   Several minutes later, Alec judged the sky was growing dark enough to begin the journey.  The people who had been milling around the View plateau were settling into their lodgings or stables, leaving the space relatively empty.
 
   “I want everyone inside the wagon now,” he spread the command around among his group.
 
   “But that’ll be crowded Alec,” Hope protested.
 
   “It won’t be for long,” he said, still standing near the edge of the plateau, watching the lights of the city twinkle below, defining the boundaries of the buildings and streets that were crowded together.  “Everyone in,” he repeated, as he walked over to the mules and the horses, leading them to the wagon, and tying their leads to the wagon sides, or the harness leathers of the oxen.  The configuration was crowded and dense; when they walked, the animals would inhibit one another and step into each other’s legs, but that would only be a problem for a short period.
 
   “Hop in there, Andi,” Alec commanded, giving the guard a friendly slap on the back.  She was the last one to enter the wagon, and she had to jostle past Jasel and Kane to find a spot to sit atop the freight that was piled inside.
 
   Alec climbed up on the bench next to Alfred Graze.  “Hold on, father,” he spoke.  “You’re going to go on a ride like you’ve never had before.”  Alec took the reins from Alfred’s hands to hold them; they wouldn’t really be necessary for this trip, but Alec didn’t want Graze to flick them in a way that might needlessly upset the animals.
 
   “Everyone grab on to something,” Alec called back as he grabbed hold of the energy in the Air ingenairii realm, and lifted his entire contingent of supporters, vehicle, and animals off the ground, just inches above the stony surface, and he propelled them towards the edge of the cliff.
 
   “Alec, my lord, what are we doing?” Alfred asked, his face displaying his fright.
 
   “We’re going to fly,” Alec answered, concentrating all his focus and energy on keeping the collection atop its cushion of dense air.  The horses neighed in surprise, and one of the mules brayed loudly at the sudden motion, as its feet remained stationary.
 
   They came up to the edge of the cliff and then went off, so that only air was below them for thousands of feet, air that displayed the lights of the city below.
 
   “Alec, what are we doing?” Stacha asked as she took advantage of her position closest to the front of the wagon to poke her head out.  She saw their location and screamed loudly, directly in Alec’s ear.
 
   Distracted by the piercing screech just inches from his skull, Alec let the load slip several feet, causing a sickening lurch downward that raised a loud buzz among those in the back, and the animals as well.
 
   “Alfred, get her back there!” Alec commanded, regaining control of his energy and stabilizing their flight.  They were moving forward, and losing altitude, but losing it slowly.  Alec didn’t believe he could make such a large and heavy load truly float through the air, but he had calculated that he could cause them to glide in what was a slow, controlled fall to earth, so that by the time they reached the surface they would not only touch down gently, but also land in a spot on the far side of Oolitan.
 
   If he could control their journey successfully for fifteen minutes, Alec had estimated, they could avoid three days of travel – one day descending the Glide, and two days traversing the city traffic.
 
   Already they were a quarter of the way across the boundaries of the city, and several hundred feet below the level of The View.  The noises from the animals were a series of brays and whinnies, as the mules and the horses rolled their eyes in terror, though the stolid oxen did nothing but relax and wait patiently.
 
   The back of the wagon was settling into a lower level of pandemonium, as person after person pressed their way to the front or the back of the wagon and looked out at the dim red twilight sky and the twinkling lights of the city below.
 
    “Alec!  Is this what you planned?” Salem was thrust forward between Alec and Alfred, who held onto the arm of the bench with white-knuckled intensity.  The lady of Woven had her whole torso pressed in between the two men, and was turned towards Alec so that her face was just inches from his.
 
   Alec felt exultant.  His plan was working smoothly now, his energy was strained to its limit, but was in no apparent danger of exceeding its limit in the still airs of the evening sky.  They were virtually invisible; nobody would be scanning the dark of the sky except to look at the stars, and they would only see, at most, a momentary dark blob transit in front of the twinkling spots in the heavens.
 
   “This is what I planned!” Alec agreed, delighted with his success.  They were past the center of the city already, and still had enough altitude that he expected them to safely clear the dense urban settlement, and land easily in the empty fields outside the city.
 
   He turned his head momentarily and looked at Salem with a wide grin on his face, joyous at succeeding in the first planned challenge he had given his ingenaire abilities in many years.  “I almost feel young again,” he laughed.
 
   “I don’t know if you’re crazy, brilliant or drunk!” Salem said with a laugh.  “But you’ve made this one a surprise – I never anticipated this!”
 
   “Wait ‘til you see what I have up my sleeve for our adventure in Woven, my lady,” he laughed.  He leaned into her and kissed her soundly, not with passion, but in a surfeit of emotion.  “Pull back into the wagon so I’m not distracted,” he told her.
 
   “Don’t distract him, please don’t distract him!” Alfred echoed fervently.  Salem smiled in joy and astonishment, at the kiss, at the flight, at the youthful exuberance she had seen bubble up in Alec’s personality, so different from his usual persona, then pulled back into the wagon, her fingers stroking the nape of Alec’s neck as she disappeared.
 
   The unwieldy vehicle continued its unorthodox journey, only a couple of hundred feet above the ground, few lights showing from buildings as they left the city behind them, their forward momentum still fast, making the lights blur like small streaks as the wagon descended lower and lower.  Alec could see the Western Road, running straight as an arrow, directly beneath them, and no vehicles in sight on their side of the highway as they continued to glide.
 
   From a hundred feet they slid down to fifty, then twenty then just five, and Alec strained to make the landing gentle, increasing his control of the dense surface air that held them as they still glided while just a foot above the road.  A peddler and his companion, heading in the opposite direction towards Oolitan, looked in astonishment as the wagon and animals went by at thirty miles an hour, so close to the ground it appeared to be on it, moving even while the legs of the animals were stationary.
 
   Alec felt sweat break out on his forehead as he tried to finely slice the air cushion thinner and thinner, slowing them down more and more, until they finally glided to a stop.  He released his hold on the power, and everyone and everything dropped abruptly an inch onto the ground, and they were finished with their flight.
 
   Pandemonium burst out in the back of the wagon and people tumbled out in relief.  There was an acrid smell, and Alec realized that someone had been sick, in a manner that must have been like seasickness, he realized.  He hadn’t thought of that as a problem.  Alfred was down off the bench on his side of the wagon, holding on to the wooden frame of the vehicle tightly, looking up at the sky as his lips soundlessly gave either thanks or damnation, Alec couldn’t be sure which.
 
   Alec let out a sigh of relief, glad to have the long flight over with.  It had been fun, frightening, valuable, useful, and something that he was not likely to ever do again.  The strain of carrying so much weight had been at the extreme of his abilities, and he felt worn out.  The passengers from the back of the wagon were circling around his side of the wagon, looking up at him, expressions of astonishment and enjoyment evident as they all spoke at once.  And that was the last thing he remembered as he passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19 – Arrival at Woven
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke he was lying on a comfortable mattress, alone in a large bed in a nicely appointed bedroom.  The sun was shining brightly, and the room felt warm, even though no fire was burning in the fireplace.  He was lying between smooth, comfortable sheets, and his body was clean.  There was little noise coming from outside the window, and even less coming from the interior of the house.
 
   He was naked, and he had been bathed.  He sat up, startled, surprised and confused.
 
   There were no clothes evident in the room.  Alec got out of bed and hurried over to a wardrobe, which he pulled open to find a robe hanging inside, a thin robe with a belt.  He wrapped the robe around himself and walked over to the window, through which he discovered that he was on the second floor of a large mansion, looking over a nicely manicured and landscaped lawn, one which stretched down to a pond.
 
   Stacha and Jasel were walking hand in hand across the lawn, looking only at each other.  They were clearly relaxed, Alec observed, the  sight comforting him by confirming that the place he was in was not a prison, or an extraordinarily plush one if it were.
 
   He turned and went to a door on the other side of the room, only to find a bathroom, then went to another door and found a dimly lit hallway.  His bare feet padded noiselessly to a stairwell that was lit by a small, stained glass window, and he went down to find that Bauer, Hope and Lady Salem were seated in a small parlor at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “There’s our flying hero,” Bauer announced cheerily.
 
   “I’ll agree that he was flying.  I reserve judgment on ‘hero’,” Hope responded.
 
   “Are you feeling okay?” Salem asked.
 
   “Very well, thank you,” Alec answered.  “Where are we?  This is quite pleasant.”
 
   “This is a country estate that belongs to a friend of mine,” Salem answered.  “Once we were back on solid land, and you were unavailable for direction after your surprising trip, we weren’t sure where to go, so we came to the home of the Lady Injunnik, a friend of mine for many years.”
 
   “How long have we been here?” Alec asked.
 
   “Just a day and a half,” Bauer answered.  All three of them were standing as Alec left the steps and walked over.
 
   “Are we safe here?” Alec asked.
 
   “For a few days, at least,” Salem answered.
 
   “Do you know where my clothes are?” Alec asked next.
 
   “I’ll show you, my lord,” Salem answered again.  She motioned with a nod of her head and left the room to climb the stairs again, leading Alec right back up to the floor he had left.
 
   “I was the one who bathed you and sent your clothes out for cleaning,” she told him as she led Alec into her own bedroom.  “Your body has so many scars,” she said softly. 
 
   “I’ve fought a great many battles over the years,” he answered, sitting now in an easy chair as Salem opened a wardrobe and removed a pile of clothes from a shelf.
 
   “Here are your clothes,” she handed the stack to him.
 
   “The weather here seems pleasant.  How much should I wear?” Alec questioned her.
 
   “It’s early spring, and the weather is very mild.  You won’t need a jacket the next few days,” she told him.
 
   “What are our plans?  We can’t stay here indefinitely.  The staff is loyal, but word will get out, and then Injunnik will be endangered,” Salem told him.
 
   “How far are we from Woven?” Alec asked, “And what time of day is it?”
 
   “We are five miles from Woven, and it’s midmorning,” she answered.
 
   “Would you like to go for a ride today?” he asked her.  “Turn around,” he instructed, his finger giving a twist in the air to illustrate his wishes.
 
   Salem turned her back to Alec, and watched in the mirror before her as he slipped the robe off and pulled pants and shirt on.  “I’d enjoy a ride,” she answered.  “What are your plans?”
 
   “Let’s go into the city and look for a shop for Stacha’s future business,” Alec suggested.  “You can turn around.”
 
   “I’ll be recognized in the city,” Salem protested, as Alec picked up the robe and opened the door.
 
   “I’ll change that,” Alec told her.
 
   “How exactly will you do that?” Salem asked.
 
   “We’ll attend to that when it’s time,” Alec assured her.  “Let’s go find Alfred, then go to the stables and get the horses.”
 
   The three were soon in the stables together, saddling their horses, as Alec rooted through the bags that the mules had carried across the mountains.  “Ah ha,” he said softly when a glint of sparkling gemstones came into view.  He reached down and picked a small selection of emeralds, sapphires, and rubies, then closed the saddlebag and mounted his horse.
 
   The three rode away unnoticed, and rode through a bucolic countryside for half an hour, discussing what they were looking for in Woven.
 
   “First we have to go to the jewelry shops, so that I can sell these gems,” Alec explained.  “Then we’ll want to go look at shops in the area where fashionable women purchase clothes, to find a suitable vacant shop.
 
   “Alfred, you’ll have to help us decide what is suitable among any vacant shops that are available,” he added, as they approached the outskirts of the city.
 
   “My lord,” Salem said, “we’ll be among the townspeople very soon, and I worry that I’ll be recognized.”
 
   Alec reached his hand over to touch the back of her neck.  He released his Healer power in a gentle stream that turned her hair a rich, chestnut color, then smoothed her skins of many lines and signs of aging, then finally added a slight, healthy ruddy complexion to her skin to match the coloration of her hair.  Alfred, riding in the other side of Alec craned his neck and peered around at Salem as her appearance evolved, step by step, his jaw dropping fractionally each time the next change became evident.
 
   “You’ll not be recognized now, unless it’s by someone who suspects you’re in town and is looking specifically for you,” Alec told her as he pulled his hand away from her.
 
   “Have you changed my appearance?” she cried, her hands going to her head, her fingertips gently probing, exploring her face.
 
   “Such amazing talents,” Alfred breathed softly.  “We’re traveling the earth with a living god among us.”
 
   “No,” Alec said sternly.  “I’m no god.  I’ve seen something of God, the little bit of his eternal powers, and they are far above me.  And I’ve fought a man who gained many powers, and did perhaps come to believe he was a god.  I know who I am, and I am only a man with gifts from God.”
 
   “Well, as you say, but you’re an extraordinary being, unlike any legend I’ve ever heard, except for the stories about the empress Caitlen’s consort, and that was you as well!” Alfred nodded his head.
 
   “What do I look like?” Salem cried, on pins and needles to know her altered appearance.
 
   “Wonderful, my lady,” Alfred told her.  “Still you, but different.”
 
   “There’s a pond in that field,” Alec pointed off the road.  “Let’s go let you see.”
 
   When they got to the pond, Salem dismounted and walked swiftly to the edge of the water, then knelt and lowered her face, looking down into the water, the blue sky above framing her reflection below.  “The pond is a bit dark,” Alec told her as she studied herself, “but generally fair.”
 
   She raised her head to look at him, then looked back down.  “Do you like this look?” she asked.
 
   “The appearance isn’t important; it’s the person within that is most important,” Alec answered. “You’re a good woman with any color of hair.”
 
   Salem rose and returned to her horse, and they rode into town without further discussion.  “The jewelers are along that street,” Salem pointed ahead, and they soon turned right and traveled a short distance north, until they reached a section of the city with several shops that displayed signs of gold and silver ornaments.
 
   “Watch the horses for us Alfred,” Alec said as they dismounted, and then he and Salem walked into the shop that she recommended they try to sell to.
 
   “This is the shop we relied on when I lived in the mansion,” she explained.  “They seemed fair and honest, and received a great deal of business from all the noble families.”
 
   Inside the shop a burly young man sat quietly in a corner near the door, while counters stacked with goods were in the rear of the shop.  Alec and Salem walked the length of the store and approached a fastidious man who observed them with keen eyes.  “That man is the owner of the shop, Galdone,” Salem told Alec softly.
 
   “Would you like to handle the negotiations?” Alec asked her, slipping his hand into hers as they walked, and pressing a trio of gems against her palm.
 
   She looked up at him with a quizzical expression, then smiled and nodded her head.  She paused for a moment to look at herself in the mirror that lay on the counter, then raised her head and walked on.
 
   “Monsieur Galdone,” she greeted the proprietor when they reached the counter.  “We have come to visit you, to see if you would be interested in acquiring a few baubles we obtained recently.”  She opened her palm and picked each of the three stones out of it, placing them on a black cloth on the counter, one at a time.
 
   Galdone smiled politely, looking down at the stones closely, then looking up at Salem’s altered face.  “Madame appears very familiar, but I apologize that I cannot place the acquaintance.”
 
   “You would not know me, my friend,” she answered.  “My name is Salem.”
 
   The shopkeeper looked at her closely.  “No I do not know you, but,” he left the sentence unfinished.  “May I examine these?” he asked politely, picking up a small magnifying glass.
 
   “Please do,” Salem granted.  Galdone stood and retrieved a small lantern, which he brought over to the counter and set down, its wick turned up slightly to increase the illumination.  He selected the emerald first, looking at it closely with the glass, held near the lantern.
 
   “May I take this to the window?” he asked again, and when Salem agreed he walked near the small window and held the green gem directly in the sunlight at eye level, holding the glass very near the stone as he rotated it between his fingers.  He returned without comment and picked up the other two gems, and inspected them in the sunlight as well.
 
   “These are very fine stones,” he said as he laid them back on the cloth.  “What is their origin?”
 
   “They come from the mines around Valeriane, in the Avonellene empire,” Alec answered.
 
   “Of course.  They are that fine,” Galdone agreed.  “How have you come in possession on them?”
 
   “There was a change in who sat as Duke of the city,” Alec generalized.  “For my role in helping the new duke, I received a windfall,” he fabricated a satisfactory story.
 
   “Is this recent news?” the jeweler asked.
 
   “It just happened last fall; I imagine we’re the first to cross the mountains with the news.  “There’s a new emperor as well, if you’re interested in the politics of east of the mountains,” Alec added.
 
   Galdone shrugged.  “I am not so interested in the politics, not as long as stones such as these continue to be produced.  I have a client who was asking for something interesting just this week, and I think I could use several of the sapphires to produce a pendant she would appreciate.  I presume you have more of the stones?”
 
   Salem looked at Alec, who reached beneath his vest and pulled out the others of the samples he had brought.  “I grabbed these at random,” Alec said, as he handed them to Salem to give to Galdone.  “We have many more that we could bring back tomorrow.”
 
   Galdone took the two other sapphires over to the sunlight and looked at them as well.  “The quality of this one is just as flawless as the first.  The other is slightly cloudy, but would do well for most of my customers.  I will purchase nine sapphires, provided they all match this stone’s quality, as they no doubt shall.”
 
   “What price do you offer?” Salem asked.
 
   “Seven guilders each,” Galdone replied.
 
   “Yet you will sell them set in gold for nearly twenty guilders each,” she protested.
 
   “I will have the cost of the gold, and the hours of labor involved,” Galdone countered.  “What would you say to nine guilders per stone?”
 
   “Shall we say eleven?” Salem countered.  “You can always receive a high price from your clients; you’re the best jeweler in the city,” she laughed gently.
 
   “For you my lady, since you add such flattery, I will pay eleven guilders for each stone,” Galdone agreed, a slightly strained smile on his face.  “Can you bring the other stones by tomorrow?  I’ll need to arrange with the bank to acquire the coins for payment.”
 
   “Tomorrow will be satisfactory,” Salem agreed.  “What of the other stones, the rubies and emeralds?”
 
   “They are wonderful stones, as good as the sapphires, but I do not need them at the moment.  When you come back tomorrow that may change; who knows?” he answered.  “And besides, with your wonderful coloring, you should keep the emeralds and produce something for yourself; perhaps I can help,” he offered.
 
   Salem smiled demurely at the compliment, as Alec swept the gems back into his hand, then laid the two Galdone had approved of back on the cloth.  “You may keep these until tomorrow,” he said.  “You seem to be a trustworthy man.”
 
   “You honor me,” Galdone replied.  He stood and they did as well, then departed from the shop and rejoined Alfred on the street.
 
   “What’s the result?” Alfred asked.
 
   “He wants to buy several stones, and Salem bargained with him to get ninety-nine guilders!” Alec answered.
 
   “And how much is a guilder worth?” Alfred asked.
 
   Alec shrugged, and turned to Salem.  “What can we buy for a guilder?  Will ninety-nine be enough to buy a shop and supply it?”
 
   “I think so,” the lady replied.  “A new carriage with four horses would cost about twenty guilders,” she answered.  “Shall we go to some of the other shops, and try to sell some of the other stones?”
 
   For the next hour they visited four other shops that Salem considered suitable and reliable, and sold all the stones Alec had brought, as well as the promised delivery of a dozen more, and they had fifty guilders in their purses.  Alec was pleased with their success in the first step of his planned strategy for Woven, and when Salem suggested lunch for the three at an outdoor restaurant, both Alec and Alfred agreed.
 
   They sat at a table along a fashionable boulevard, watching the traffic pass by.  “When we lived in the palace, I could not openly enjoy such facilities as this,” Salem said.  “We’d draw too large a crowd, and disrupt all the activity around us.  But this always looked to be a wonderful experience, and it is!” she gushed.
 
   As she said it she languidly turned her head to watch the people pass by, when her face grew suddenly pale, and she dropped her glass of wine, its crash on the flagstone flooring shattering the glass with a noisy explosion.
 
   “What is it, Salem?” alec asked.
 
   “There’s Trayma,” she uttered, pointing to the man who had usurped her husband’s throne.  He was a tall powerful-looking man, riding a beautiful stallion amidst a guard of a dozen other men.  Trayma was waving at the people they passed as he went.
 
   Alec studied the man carefully, memorizing his appearance.  His plans for restoring Salem’s family to the throne were at stake, and soon to be set in motion.  Seeing Trayma in advance was useful.  As he looked at the usurper, examining his mannerisms, he raised his hand and stretched it towards Salem, who reached for it and grasped it tightly, holding on to Alec as though he were a lifeline.  I know it offends to see him riding freely in your city, but I promise you that revenge is coming.  We will start tonight.  Be at peace, my friend, Alec told her.
 
   She squeezed his hand even more tightly.  “I know I can rely on you,” she spoke, as Alfred helped a serving girl pick up the pieces of the broken glass on the ground.  They hurried through the rest of their meal, and then left the restaurant.
 
   “Where would be a good neighborhood for Alfred and Stacha to establish their hat shop, in a place where many other fashionable clothes are sold?” Alec asked Salem, hoping that their next objective would distract her from the untimely appearance of Trayma.
 
   “Kensing Square,” Salem replied.  “We need to go this way,” she pulled on the reins of her horse and led them across town to a pleasant area where mature trees were budding out leaves in the warm spring air, near a placid green square.  Shops and homes enclosed the green space, as elegant carriages rode about it.  The three of them rode about looking for empty shops, and finally located only two within close proximity of the square; there were many clothing shops, but none that specialized in hats, Albert noted.
 
   Alec sat and stayed with the horses as Albert and Salem went into neighboring shops to ask what the status of the empty buildings was, and when they came out, they had the address of the owner of one shop that the neighbor was sure would be available for sale.  Five minutes later they were standing at a front door of a home talking to the servant of a woman who owned the building, and then they were let inside to wait in the parlor.
 
   An hour later they were inside the building, the doors unlocked by the son of the building owner, who waited patiently in the front space as the three prospective buyers walked from room to room.  Salem and Alec listened as Alfred discussed possible uses for each room on the first two floors, then they all agreed that the five rooms on the third floor provided ample bedrooms for lodging.
 
   “Two display rooms are possible in the front at first, so that we could sell the goods I brought from Avonellene to get rid of them, while starting the hat business on the other side.  Then when my trinkets are gone, we’ll use it all for hats and clothing,” Alfred proposed.
 
   Back downstairs they negotiated with the son of the property owner, who was startled by the speed of the offer, but willing to agree to a price of fifty five guilders on his mother’s behalf.  With a deposit made in good faith, the three refugees walked away pleased with the outcome and looking forward to formalizing the purchase the following day.  They rode their horses back towards the country estate, relaxed in the mid-afternoon sun.  “I cannot believe that four days ago we were in the mountains in winter, and now here we are back in civilization in springtime,” Salem said after an interlude of silence.  “Thank you Alec,” she added.
 
   Salem,” Alec knew he had to bring up a painful subject in order to pursue the next part of his strategy to retake control of Woven for the displaced ruler’s family, “describe your husband to me.”
 
   “He was thoughtful,” Salem began.
 
   “No, I mean physically – how did he look?” Alec clarified, knowing how trying this moment was about to become for the widow.  “I want to hear what his face looked like.”
 
   “He had black hair, black as midnight,” Salem told him.  Her eyes were closed as she accessed the memories she cherished.  “He had an average forehead; his hairline hadn’t receded at all, and his eyebrows were thin, but dark, and they each had a funny little curve at the end.
 
   “He had a nose that was a tiny bit crooked, because of something when he was a child,” she added.
 
   “Crooked to the left or the right?” Alec asked.
 
   “To, the, left,” each word came out with a pause.  “There was a mole on his right cheekbone, and he had a strong chin, and a wide smile but thin lips.  And his ears were small, and very fine,” she completed the inventory and opened her eyes.
 
   “How did I do?” she asked.
 
   “Very well done,” Alec said gently.  “Spoken with love, I can tell.”
 
   “Tonight, my plan is that the ghost of your husband shall appear to Trayma, and begin to haunt him.  Trayma will go crazy with fear, and will weaken the support he has in the city among the court and the army by saying foolish things.”
 
   “Tell me, I know this is going to be hard, but tell me, do I look like your husband?” Alec asked, as he covered his face with his hands and adjusted his Healer energy to change his face, making the easy changes to his hair color and his eyebrows, then spending more minutes as they rod,e focusing the power more delicately to adjust his nose and widen his mouth.  He removed his hands and looked at Salem’s face, as she starred at him.
 
   “Oh Coden,” she moaned the words.  “I miss him so much,” she said softly.  “The eyebrows are not quite right, but probably no one will notice that besides me.”
 
   “Salem, who are Trayma’s strongest allies?  Who does he rely on among the nobles?” Alec asked.
 
   She looked at him oddly.  
 
   “I plan to sow dissension and mistrust; I would hope that he and his supporters will quarrel and fight among themselves, so that your path to restoration is simpler.  Tell me who we need to split Trayma from,” he explained.
 
   “The Keeper of the Gardens is Lord Quisel.  His title comes from Exbury, but his estates are within Woven,” she said.  “He disliked Coden’s ruling on taxes on his land, and so he supported Trayma.  And Bened is the head of the Palace Guard, and he turned against Coden.  I never knew why.”
 
   “Here,” Alec halted his horse, and climbed out of the saddle.  “Tell me how to find the palace,” he asked Salem.
 
   “If you can find your way back to where we had lunch,” she began, and Alec nodded, “go on to the great circle, and go right, up a hill.  The Palace will be ahead of you, impossible to miss.”
 
   “And where would Trayma sleep?” he asked.
 
   “The residences are on the third floor, mainly on the south side of the building,” she told him.
 
   “Take my horse.  I’ll be back in the morning to see you again,” Alec told her.  “Take good care.”  He turned to Alfred.  “Tell Stacha to exercise her sewing muscles; we’re about to put her in business!” he smiled at them both, then began walking back towards town.
 
   Salem sat atop her horse, motionless, watching Alec’s back as he walked away, while she pictured in her mind the face he had adopted.  Alfred twice tried to gently call her attention to her horse, but at last took her reins as well as the reins for Alec’s horse, and guided them towards the estate they were staying at.  Moments later Salem shook herself back to awareness, shot a silent glance of appreciation at Alfred, and resumed directing her horse on her own.
 
   Alec in the meantime continued to walk on his own course, headed back to the city to become the ghost who would haunt Trayma off of the throne.  He used his Light energy to make himself invisible once he entered the city, and wended his way towards the palace, leaving puzzled passersby who felt the occasional jostling or bump as he left them in his wake, though they saw nothing to explain their experience.
 
   Before sunset he was standing in front of the palace gates, observing the flow of traffic and the patterns of the guards.  When a pause in the number of people entering the palace provided an easy opportunity, Alec slipped invisibly within the gates, and then stood unmolested before the entry to the main building in the palace grounds.  He slipped around to the side of the building until he found an unattended door that he could open unobserved.  He walked about inside, listening to voices and conversations, and wandered towards the rooms where official activity was carried out.
 
   He quickly noted a room with closed doors and guards stationed outside the door.  He walked close to the door and listened to the indistinct voices inside; many men were speaking to one another in a meeting of some sort.  Alec retreated down the hall to a distance of twenty feet from the guards, where a decorative chest stood against the wall.  He pulled a drawer out of the chest forcefully, letting it fly and drop to the polished marble floor, before it slid all the way to the opposite wall of the hallway.  
 
   One guard jumped in surprise, and both of them stared at the drawer suspiciously, until one of them went to it, inspected it, then pushed it back into place in the chest.  Alec waited until he was back in his position, then tugged on a second drawer and caused it to mimic the first.  Both guards left the doorway to examine the mystery of the animate drawers, and Alec took advantage of the opportunity to open the unattended doors, pulling both door handles at once; he knew he would not be able to open the doors unnoticed, so he created a gust of wind to blow about the room as he stepped inside, unseen by anyone inside or out.  He slunk aside and placed his back against a wall as the guards outside the room scrambled back to their station to shut the doors hurriedly, sealing Alec within the room he wished to observe.
 
   He looked at the oval table around which seven men sat, while three guards stood in the room, providing security for Trayma as he sat at the head of the table listening to a report on the crystallizing process.  It was the very topic the usurper had used to justify taking the throne, Alec remembered, by creating a glittering city of crystals.
 
   “The latest supply of crystals is growing in size, now up to a half inch in diameter,” one man was reporting, holding his head low.
 
   “A half inch!” Trayma thundered.  “We need crystals a foot or two feet, a yard long!  A half inch is laughable.  And we need crystals that don’t dissolve in the rain.  Has that worthless wizard figured that out?” the ruler lashed out.
 
   “Why isn’t he here to report these things in person?  He’s a coward – that’s why!” Trayma added.  “This meeting is over.  Tell the magician to come make the report in person, and to make it favorably.  I want what I was promised.  That’s what I need if I’m going to keep this deal going; otherwise the magician may just disappear under magical circumstances,” he threatened.
 
   The others at the table scurried up and away, leaving the room with hasty relief, and Trayma sat at the table alone momentarily.  The guards watched the others file out of the door, walking forward to escort them and secure the entrance until Trayma was ready to leave.  Alec took advantage of the opportunity to bound over to the table, directly across from the usurper.  Checking that the guards had their backs turned, Alec, appearing as Coden, released his shield of invisibility, suddenly appearing to Trayma across the table.  The man gasped audibly, his eyes widened, and Alec raised his arm silently to point directly at Coden, then wrapped himself in invisibility again, disappearing from view and stepping quickly aside, away from the table.
 
   “Guards!  Guards!  A ghost!” Trayma practically squealed, his voice emitting at a high pitch as he called the attention of the guards.  They turned immediately at the tone of panic they heard in the ruler’s voice.
 
   All three came thundering towards the table, swords drawn.  “What is it, my liege?” one guard asked as he stood at Trayma’s shoulder.
 
   “Did you see it?  Did you see him?” Trayma asked.  “Right here, at the table, just now, in this room,” he sputtered the disconnected phrases, looking up at the guards, then around the room.
 
   The three guards exchanged glances and shrugs.  “We saw nothing,” their leader said flatly.
 
   “You didn’t see Coden?  You didn’t see his ghost, standing right here?” Trayma asked, standing now and looking at all their faces.
 
   “No, my lord,” all three said simultaneously.
 
   Trayma pushed rudely through them and walked around the table to stand in the precise spot Alec had stood in when visible.  The usurper looked around the room again, seeing nothing amiss, then looked at the guards, realizing belatedly that his story was unconvincing.  “Forget this,” he said in a too-careless tone.  “Let’s get on with the day.  I need to see the finance minister.
 
   “Escort me to the throne room, and send for Coompance.” He directed, then headed towards the door as his men fell into position.  He passed as the doors were held open for him and glanced back at the room one more time, then shook his head and left the room behind, escorted by his guards and by the invisible Alec.
 
   The guards led the way down a hall and downstairs to the throne room, a massive chamber with ornate draperies and candlelit chandeliers.  The room was empty upon their entry, and Trayma marched up to the throne, turned and began to sit down, then hesitated momentarily, before he lowered himself into the chair.  Alec stood directly in front of the chair, and as the guards maneuvered into position, Alec flickered into view of Trayma for just a second, then disappeared.
 
   “There!  Here!  Right here!” Trayma shrieked again as Alec backpedaled away from the throne.
 
   Both guards that were with him, neither of them more than ten feet away, drew their swords again and looked around the room.
 
   “He’s here, right here in this room.  I just saw him!”  Trayma shouted in fear and fury.  “He appeared for half a second!  Are you blind?” he practically spit the words out at the guards as other guards from the doorway looked inside the room.
 
   “We saw nothing my lord, and we’re right here with you,” one guard hesitantly answered.
 
   “You’re right here and you’re good for nothing,” Trayma muttered, then carefully lowered himself back into the throne, looking watchfully in all directions.
 
   Moments later the doors opened and a man carrying a large, leather-bound book entered the room.  “Coompance, what good news can you give me?  I need to hear something positive,” Trayma practically shouted at the finance minister.
 
   The new entrant to the room gave a heavy sigh.  “My lord, we continue to spend extravagant amounts of money on the magician’s project, and we have spent heavily to maintain the extra guards you’ve brought into the palace’s service.  Our cash reserves are continuing to dwindle rapidly,” the accountant told Trayma.  “If you cut off the magician, we should be able to afford the additional guards for another six months before your creditors are going to start to cut off further lending.”
 
   “The creditors are not the issue,” Trayma replied.  “Your accounting is the issue, and the incompetent magician is the issue.  You must have my permission from now on before you grant any further funds to him.  Now go and re-examine the treasury and only bring me positive news,” Trayma commanded the downtrodden financier, who obediently bowed and left the room.
 
   Trayma’s reign was clearly troubled, Alec was glad to learn.  The marquis sudden rose to his feet.  “I need to leave this gloomy place.  Find my steward, and tell him to cancel my dinner with the nobles from Stanless tonight.  I’ll have dinner served in my chambers, and tell the steward to arrange for a companion as well.”  Trayma’s face was hardened as he made his demands and watched one of his guards obediently leave to carry the message.
 
   Alec moved towards the front of the room again, and grabbed a small pebble from the floor as he did.  He tossed the pebble towards the right side of the guard, who turned at the distraction, giving Alec time to expose his presence once again to Trayma, only five feet away this time, as Alec stared at him with Coden’s eyes squinted in a hateful gaze at the usurper.  After two seconds he disappeared, before Trayma had even opened his mouth in shock once again.  “He’s here!  He’s here.  In the name of your mother, tell me that you saw Coden’s ghost just now, right here,” Trayma grabbed the guard’s shoulder, as Alec stepped back.
 
   “I may have seen something,” the guard attempted to equivocate.  Trayma virtually whimpered in dismay, then suddenly grabbed the man’s sword and swung it wildly in the air in front of him, missing the unseen Alec as he tried to intercept the vengeful spirit that haunted him.
 
   “This won’t do.  How do I protect myself?” Trayma asked aloud.
 
   “You’ve not been harmed yet, my lord,” the guard attempted to sooth his commander.
 
   “Not been harmed yet?” Trayma shrieked mockingly, as the two guards outside the door opened it to see the ruckus inside, and watched their ruler melt down.  “That ghost is going to get me!  No one can see him but me!  The ghost is going to kill me – he wants revenge!” Trayma stopped suddenly, realizing that he was over the line.  “Take me to my chambers, immediately,” he ordered, and stepped towards the door at a hasty pace.
 
   Alec fell into place behind the swiftly moving quartet of ruler and three guards as they mounted two sets of stairs to the private quarters, where a separate set of guards awaited and took responsibility for Trayma’s safety, allowing the three from downstairs to separate themselves from their rule.  “Thank the stars!” Alec heard a low voice say as the guards went downstairs.  “Did you hear him cry like a girl?” the voice said before they moved out of ear range.
 
   The guards accompanied Trayma along an opulent hallway, one with thickly carpeted floors, then the lead guard held a particular door open and Trayma bolted inside, making Alec sprint to get into the room before the door closed.  He nearly failed, as he felt the door bump the back of his heel when it closed on him.
 
   He stopped and stood inside the doorway to look around at the chambers.  Trayma was passing directly through the large sitting room to another door, the bedroom, Alec saw as he followed, then into a third room, the bath chambers it turned out.  Trayma went to a counter and stood there with his hands propping him up, looking into a mirror, Alec realized.
 
   Carefully Alec positioned himself behind Trayma, then made himself visibly reflected in the mirror as Trayma examined his own face carefully.  At the appearance of Alec’s face the marquis’s eyes widened and his face grew pale, while he sharply inhaled between clenched lips.  Trayma whirled around quickly, but Alec re-engaged his invisibility, preventing Trayma from seeing him directly.
 
   “Leave me!  Leave me!  Haunt me no longer!  What is it you want?” Trayma’s voice began as a scream, and ended as a whimper.
 
   “I want revenge,” Alec said as he reappeared on Trayma’s left.  “Quisel will be my weapon of revenge, just as he was your weapon.  Your own followers will turn on you, as you turned on me.”  He regained his invisibility and edged out of the bath chambers back into the bedroom.
 
   As he did, a pair of servants entered the room, one carrying a tray loaded with food, the other carrying a very inebriated young woman.  Both were unloaded, the food tray gently on a table, the girl carelessly on the bed.  Alec approached the girl, as he listened to Trayma still in the bathroom, talking to the invisible ghost he thought was still with him.
 
   Cautiously, Alec examined the girl with his Healer vision; she had been given some plant extract that made her comatose, relaxed and unresponsive, red hartsbane, he concluded.  Alec lifted his invisibility cover, and focused his Healer power on treating the girl, improving her blood flow, strengthening her ability to cleanse the intoxicating agent from her blood.  The girl raised her head and looked around, dazed.  She was a very pretty girl, with long blond hair, Alec noted.
 
   “Where am I?” she asked, then spotted Alec and stared at him.
 
   “Ssshh,” Alec cautioned her.  “You are in the palace of the marquis.  Do you know how you came here?” he whispered.
 
   “I was eating at a café, and a man brought a pair of drinks to the table.  We drank them, and he asked me if I wanted to do something.  What was it?” she asked herself as she started to sit up.
 
   “Stop, stay down,” Alec quietly urged her.  “You were drugged, and they brought you to the palace for the marquis’s pleasure,” he said.  She looked at him without comprehension.  “He plans to use you,” Alec obliquely clarified.
 
   There was a look of comprehension and horror on her face, and she started to rise.
 
   “No.  Stay down.  We can make this work.  I can protect you if you pretend to still be drugged.  Lie down,” Alec urged.
 
   “Now listen.  The marquis is in the room next door.  When he comes in here, you need to play asleep, and he’ll probably eat some food first.  When he approaches you and touches you, then you jump up and run over to the window there,” Alec pointed.  “I will be there, but I will be invisible, so when you come to me I will be able to hide you as well.”
 
   “Invisible?” the girl asked skeptically.
 
   “Watch this,” Alec told her, and he made himself invisible momentarily.
 
   “How do you do that?” the girl asked in astonishment when Alec quickly reappeared.
 
   Alec heard movement in the bathroom.
 
   “What is your name?” he asked urgently.
 
   “Kate,” she told him.
 
   “Trust me Kate.  I’ll be over by the window.  I will not let him hurt you.  Just play asleep until he touches you, then run to me,” Alec urged, and he stood, backed away from her, and resumed his cloak of invisibility, just moments before Trayma entered the room, a haggard look on his face.
 
   Kate looked at the blank spot where Alec had disappeared, then dropped her head and closed her eyes to mere slits, watching carefully as Trayma wandered into the room, still muttering.  “Quisel.  Quisel has betrayed me,” he said as he approached the tray of food.  He picked up a piece of roast beef and took a bite, then dropped the food as he chewed.  He sat on the corner of the table and removed his boots, ate another bite of meat, then removed his shirt, and ate a bite again.  He stood and pulled his pants off, ate another bite of food, then approached the prone girl, placing his hand on her bottom, only to jerk it back in shock as the girl rose to her hands and feet and jumped away from him like a sprinter leaving the blocks in a race.  The blond girl went ten feet towards the window, then abruptly disappeared from view.
 
   “Oh stars!” Trayma said, standing naked in the middle of his room.  “The ghost took my girl!”
 
   The girl ran straight into Alec, hitting him with the full impact of her momentum, wrapping her arms around him and looking up at him.  He clamped a hand over her mouth to prevent her from making a sound, and when he saw the comprehension in her eyes, he removed his hand.  Gently, he shuffled his feet to the left, holding his arms around the girl to lead her with him away from the window.
 
   “The girl!” Trayma wailed.  He ran to the window and jerked the glass panes open, looking out at the courtyard below, as though he might somehow find her there, then he reversed direction and ran to the doors of the sitting room and jerked them open.
 
   “Guards!  Guards, come at once,” he commanded, standing naked before them.  “The ghost has stolen the girl from my room!  Come find her.”
 
   The guards looked helplessly at one another, then entered the room with the distraught ruler.  As they entered the bedroom, Alec led Kate into the sitting room, reversing positions with the guards, out of the way of the search.
 
   “The girl ran at the window and disappeared,” Trayma insisted.  “The ghost took her.”
 
   “What ghost, sir?” asked one guard, looking around the room.
 
   “The ghost of Coden.  He told me he was going to get revenge.  He said that Quisel would attack me!” Trayma rambled.  “Send a message to Bened; tell him I command him to send a squad to find and execute Lord Quisel immediately,” Trayma ordered.
 
   The two guards stood still, aghast at the conversation they heard.  “Go, go at once!  Shall I have you killed for treason as well?” Trayma shouted at them.
 
   Come with me, we’re going to safety now, Alec told her silently, then clamped a hand over her mouth again.  Think your thoughts to me; do not speak.
 
   This is possible? Kate articulated each word carefully.
 
   It is right now, Alec affirmed.  He released her from his hug, but held onto her hand.  As long as we touch, it will work.  We’re going to leave the palace, he explained, as the two guards ran past them and out of the chambers.
 
   Kate looked at him in astonishment.  We can see each other, but others cannot see us as long as you stay next to me, Alec explained.
 
   I’ve never had such a dream, Kate told him.
 
   I hope you never have such a reality again, Alec answered.  He held her hand and led her into the hallway, then down the stairs, and down another set of stairs to the ground floor of the palace.  When we go out the door we’ll walk straight ahead and through the gate to leave the palace grounds, Alec explained.  Which way should we go to take you to your home?
 
   Left, Kate answered, but you don’t have to take me home.  She paused.  Wait!  Please do.  I would appreciate the escort; I don’t know what is happening around me, thank you, she acquiesced.
 
   The level of guard activity was rising as the two approached the door, and Alec realized that a hastily organized squad was being assembled in the front courtyard and sent out on a mission, possibly the mission he had set in motion against Lord Quisel.
 
   With a loud command from a sergeant, the squad passed through the gates and headed towards the left.   Alec and Kate ran quickly to follow closely behind the squad out of the gates, and then turned left behind it.  When they passed a block beyond the palace, Alec released his use of the Light power, and with night time having fallen, they suddenly came into visibility in the darkened city.
 
   “We’re visible once again,” Alec told the girl conventionally.  “You don’t have to hold hands to communicate any longer.  And I’m going to do one more thing,” he added as he released his grip on her hand, and brought both of his hands to his face.  He stood still for thirty seconds, Kate peering at him curiously, and when he removed his hands, she gasped.
 
   “You changed your face?  Was there some kind of mask? Is this a mask?” the girl asked in astonishment.
 
   “No, this is my real face,” Alec answered.  “The face before was a mask I used to fool the palace.  I don’t need to show that face around the city any longer,” he said.  “Let’s go on our way; please lead on,” he told her.
 
   The squad of soldiers had disappeared from before them during Alec’s delay to reassert his features.  “I wished we’d stayed invisible,” Kate told him.  “The neighborhood is not a safe one after dark.  My sister and I don’t leave the apartment after sunset.”
 
   “I’ll get you safely there,” Alec pledged, as they resumed walking.  “If it’s not safe, why don’t you live someplace else?”
 
   She gave him a look that made him think he’d overstepped good manners, but then she answered.  “We don’t make a lot of money, and unless we agree to start doing things like what the Marquis planned for me, we’re not going to make a lot, so we live where we can afford, and we stay out of trouble.”
 
   “What do you do for a living?” Alec asked.
 
   “Sewing; mostly mending work for the well-to-do,” Kate replied, leading Alec down a dark side street.  The sound of scuffling feet began to follow them, and Kate moved closer to Alec.  “Stand over here,” he told her softly, and cloaked her in invisibility, then he split his energies, using his Spirit energy to insulate the use of his Warrior energy as he stood in the dark road and waited.
 
   Seconds later four young men appeared, scruffy in appearance, and carrying wooden clubs.
 
   “Where’s the girl?” one of them asked.
 
   “You should’ve kept going; you should’ve run instead of standing still and making it so easy,” another one spoke.
 
   “If you turn around right now and leave, none of you will get hurt,” Alec told them, provoking laughter.
 
   “Do you want to talk about getting hurt?” the boy on the right spoke as he wound up and swung his club viciously.
 
   Alec leaned back and let the club pass in front of him, then grabbed the boy’s arm and used his momentum to swing him around and back at his own companions, striking one in the head and making him crumple to the pavement.  Alec struck his fist on the back of his assailant’s head, knocking him unconscious as well, then he grabbed the club that had been aimed at him, and swung it with blinding speed across the legs of the remaining two robbers, knocking them onto the top of the heap.
 
   He released his energies, and held out his hand to Kate.  “Let’s get you home,” he told her, and they walked without further incident for the next ten minutes to deliver her to a dark fourth floor apartment door, where she had to convince her sister it was safe to open the door.
 
   “I can’t thank you enough for all you did,” Kate told Alec.
 
   “Knowing that you’re safe is thanks enough.  If you’ll excuse me now, I need to go home as well,” he told the girl, as her sister peeked over her shoulder at the man who had escorted her safely home.”
 
   “Tell me what happened!” he heard the sister cry as Kate locked the door shut.  He smiled at the thought of how unbelievable Kate’s story would seem, then he ran downstairs and back outside into the cool air of the spring evening.
 
   Alec arrived back at the estate that was his temporary home much later that evening, and was met by all the members of his traveling group, who demanded that he recount his adventures.
 
   “He thinks a ghost is haunting him?  That is how you are driving him off the throne?” Bauer asked with an appreciative gleam in his eye.  “You made yourself look just like the former marquis?  Very clever,” he commented.
 
   “I thought you were going to use your sword and kill his guards, then chop off his head,” Kane said with disappointment.
 
   “Remember, those guards are not necessarily evil men; they are only filling their jobs, probably the same jobs they held when your father was the marquis.  Alec is doing the right thing, very cleverly,” Hope spoke up in defense of Alec, sitting right next to Kane as she spoke, and speaking with more familiarity to the boy than Alec had expected.
 
   “Your friend is right,” Salem said, “and our champion is wise to approach this so creatively.  The less damage there is to the city, the less harm there is to the people, the better the community will be when we return to assume power,” she said.
 
   “Will our mother always look like that?” Jody piped up, pointing to the red-haired visage the lady wore.
 
   “She should continue to wear that mask for another day or two while we travel into and out of the city.  Then, after things are settled down as appropriate, she may decide she wants to look the way she did before,” Alec answered, laughing at how quickly he had forgotten about the change in appearance.
 
   “What if she wants to stay that way?  I kind of like it,” the girl asked.  “Can you make me look different too?”
 
   “Those are good questions; we’ll have to find some answers for them sometime,” Alec answered, looking from the daughter to the mother.  “But for now, it’s late,” he pointed out.  “And there will be more to do tomorrow,” he added.  “I plan to go to bed now and get my rest,” his decision as he stood broke up the small assembly, and he and others who were older went to bed, while the younger people stayed on their chairs and began to talk about ghost stories.
 
   The next morning Alec arose early, and went to the kitchen.  He felt hungry, ravenously so, and he asked the morning cook for some breakfast.  The man was happy to oblige the guest of the family, and Alec was treated to ham, eggs, biscuits and more, the best meal he could remember in months.
 
   As he sat at the quiet table in the kitchen, Hope called out to him.  Alec, there was a hint of exasperation in her mental voice, where are you?  I’ve knocked on your door, I’ve checked the stables, and I’ve looked in the dining room, she stated.
 
   I’m in the kitchen, at the table, he answered promptly, and moments later the lokasenna girl burst through the door and sat at the table with him.  
 
   What a good idea, she told him, and promptly took one of the biscuits from Alec’s plate, smearing a generous portion of berry jam across it before she bit off a large mouthful.
 
   Mmmhh, these are good, she told Alec, smiling at him as she chewed.
 
   Tell the cook; he’ll appreciate hearing the praise, Alec directed her.
 
   “Thank you sir, for such a delicious biscuit.  It tastes heavenly!” she spoke.
 
   “Have you had one of the gentleman’s?” the cook asked, picking up a basket from the countertop near the stove.  “Here’s one of your own, and one to replace his,” the slender man said with a smile as he placed the small basket on their table.  Alec wondered how the man could possibly stay skinny while working among all the food that surrounded him.
 
   What plans do we have, not just for today? Hope asked.
 
   Starting with today, we will go into the city again and sell several of Stacha’s jewels, he began.  Then, with that money we will buy the shop building that is going to be where Stacha and Alfred are going to live and open up a shop, making and selling hats and women’s clothes, he told her.
 
   And after that, I will go haunt the marquis further today, to try to push him into becoming intolerable as ruler of the city.  My hope is that within another two or three days he will topple, and we can return Lady Salem and her family to rule the city, Alec continued.
 
   Hope nodded her head in agreement.
 
   I must move on after that, to find Kriste and rescue the girl; I hope that you and Bauer will stay here in Woven for that time.  Will you agree to do so? he asked her.
 
   If Kane is going to stay here, whether he is going to be in the ruling family or not, I would prefer to stay in the city with him, Hope blushed as she answered.  But I do not want to leave you alone on your journey, nor do I want to miss any adventures, at least not any fun ones!
 
   Alec looked at her appraisingly.  If Bauer will stay here with you, I would be glad to know that you are staying in Woven with our friends here.  I can travel and chase Kriste faster if I have fewer people with me, he told her.  And we would be doing the grandasteur a favor by not putting her heiress into constant situations of mortal danger! He laughed as he conveyed the thought.
 
   You think this is where you want to learn about the world? he asked.
 
   I sense, I have a feeling that Kane is who I am going to learn things with, she told him softly.
 
   Have you talked to Bauer about this? Alec asked, thinking that such an infatuation had arrived quickly for the young girl, and wondering how substantial it might be.
 
   Not yet, although he may suspect, Hope answered.
 
   Alec nodded his head.  We’ll see if this can all work out as well as it appears it might.  He rose from the table.
 
   “I need to go into town early today to begin some of my chores.  Tell Salem and Alfred I’ll meet them in three hours time at the jewelry store we are going to deliver the sapphires to,” he directed.
 
   “Be careful,” Hope impulsively hugged Alec tightly.  He grinned and hugged her back, rubbed her head as he thought about the rocky beginning to their relationship back in Black Crag, and left the kitchen to go to the stables, where he explored the packs that were laid alongside the stalls of the mules, and selected a number of gemstones to take to the city.
 
   He ran into town, using his Warrior powers to accelerate the journey so that within twenty minutes he was inside the walls of the city and working his way to the palace, where he intended to institute more haunting activity.  When he reached the gates of the palace he saw that they were closed and heavily guarded.
 
   After a moment of consideration for the new circumstances, Alec turned off the road and into a deserted alleyway, where he used his Air energies to lift himself to the roof of the building that faced the palace.  From there he peered down into the confined courtyard that sat inside the gates that guarded the palace walls.  There were many guardsmen sitting on the ground, apparently called to the site and then told to wait for orders.
 
   Across from him, facing him from a palace wall, was a room with a balcony.  Alec exercised his Light powers to engage invisibility, and his Air powers to provide the unsteady transportation that floated him over to the balcony.  He peeked in the third floor windows and saw an empty room, which he entered.  Once inside, he went to the bathroom of the empty apartment, and released his Light powers, then engaged his Healer powers and re-sculpted his face to appear once more as the dead marquis of the city.
 
   Satisfied with the results of his effort, Alec turned invisible once again, and left the rooms to walk down the hall to Trayma’s room, where a pair of guards was stationed outside the suite that Alec had haunted the previous evening.  Alec retreated a few steps to the next door down the hall, then opened the door, and knocked loudly and repeatedly.
 
   The two guards looked at the door, then both left the front of the marquis’s chambers to investigate the source of the noise.  Alec dashed to the door of Trayma’s suite and threw the doors open as he dashed inside.  He pushed them closed quickly, then stepped through the sitting room to the bedroom, where a horrific site met his eyes.
 
   Blood was everywhere in the room.  The chairs were knocked astray.  And there was a dead body in the middle of the floor – a man’s body, his hands tied behind his back, the rich clothing, finery in velvet and silk, stained with blood.  The body was headless, but the head was nearby; lying on the floor next to the bed, where Trayma lay passed out and wearing no clothes at all.
 
   There was a noise behind him, and Alec saw the two guard entering the apartment to investigate the opening of the door.  They entered quietly, and stood surveying the scene, their eyes moving from the body to the head to the living person passed out on the bed.
 
   Terrible times have befallen Woven,” one of them whispered to the other as they turned and left the suite to return to their post.
 
   Alec dropped his invisibility, then reclaimed his Air energies once again.  He lifted the sleeping marquis off the bed using currents of air, causing the man’s eyes to flutter open.  Alec released the air beneath Trayma, and the man slumped to the floor, looking up at Alec piteously.
 
   “Stand up like a man,” Alec ordered.  He turned to his Light powers once again, and reshaped the rays of light in the room, causing most of the space to darken, while a corona of light glowed around his own ghostly presence.
 
   “You killed Quisel,” Alec pointed to the body, “but now Bened is worried that maybe he should turn from supporting you to supporting me.  My new supporter will turn against you.”
 
   “No,” Trayma moaned.  “There are traitors everywhere.  Quisel denied his treachery.  My own men didn’t want to obey my orders.  Was it Bened?  Did he tell them not to carry out the execution?”
 
   “They were plotting,” Alec answered.
 
   Alec, help us!  We’re being robbed at the jewelry store! Alec heard Hope’s voice calling to him.
 
   He dropped his use of the Light powers, then grasped the Air energies and blew the windows open as he ran to them and abandoned Trayma, creating a dense platform of air on which he landed outside of the window, and which carried him rapidly away from the palace, towards the section of the city where the jewelry stores were located.
 
   ALEC, THEY”VE KILLED HER! Hope’s scream pierced Alec’s skull and soul, as the anguish it broadcast brought terror to his heart.  He didn’t know which of the girls in his small squad could have been killed, but he knew he felt responsible for all of them.
 
   He saw the street below him where the jewelry shops were located, and he began to plummet downward, locating a knot of people on the ground, surrounded by many more.  He let himself continue to fall, and maneuvered so that he appeared with miraculous speed in front of his friends, facing half of the circle of thieves who had them surrounded.  Five of his friends were standing, and someone was lying face down in the street, directly behind him.  Alec had his Warrior powers engaged, as he counted a dozen young street toughs before him, and an unknown number behind.
 
   “What the chip is this?” one of the gang facing him said loudly.
 
   “Who harmed my friend?” Alec asked.
 
   “We did, and you’re next,” a boy in a blue jacket said on Alec’s right.
 
   Furious, provoked beyond any degree of anger he could remember feeling in a long, long time, Alec let his instincts take control of his energies.  He felt the Warrior powers disappear, and his Light energy engage, then he raised his hands and pointed at the people surrounding him, releasing bursts of burning, focused light that hit the thieves in their chests and dropped them, or that hit their arms and shoulders, provoking screams of anguish.
 
   Alec pivoted on his foot and turned to face those behind.  His friends in the middle were ducking in fear, as Alec raised his hands high above his head to provide a safer angle, and he shot more of the arrows of fire at the rest of the members of the mob, laying more out on the street, and sending the few survivors fleeing.
 
   Without waiting for any reaction he dropped to his knees and rolled over the body that lay below him.  His Light powers fell away, and his Healer energies blazed forth, even as he felt sickened by what he saw.  It was Andi, the Black Crag guard, the young girl who had trailed along obediently in his wake, who lay dead on the stony pavement, her torso viciously stabbed multiple times in an attack that must have been horrific in its violence and pain.  Alec felt determination not to lose a companion so needlessly, and he focused his energy on resuscitating her.
 
   Andi!  Andi, where are you? His soul called out to the departing spirit of the girl.  He dropped his Healer energies and engaged his Spiritual energies, then flung his awareness beyond the physical world, seeking for the path her spirit would have followed as it left the mortal realm.  Andi! He broadcast his own spirit into the profound unknown.  Andi, do not depart; let me save you.
 
   He felt a tenuous sense of awareness, and sent his soul further from his body, feeling his own body beginning to tremble at his departure.  Andi, don’t leave yet.  I can save you.  I need you yet; there is more for us to share, he said the words, not knowing why, and felt the approach of the girl’s soul, returning to him.
 
   He extended some element of his awareness, a tentacle of affection and support and compassion towards the missing girl, and made contact.
 
   Come back with me, come into me, he urged the other awareness.  We will return as one, he promised, and immediately felt a confusing integration of her memories and personality into his own.  Their souls seemed to merge, to integrate with one another, and for a long moment he couldn’t tell if he was Alec saving Andi, or Andi clinging in wonder to Alec.
 
   Disoriented, yet relieved, Alec gathered together the strands of his own self-consciousness, and flung himself backwards along the long trail among dimensions, past realms that he could not comprehend, as he returned to his body, and then felt the jolting impact of restoration to his earthly vessel.
 
   He had slumped over, his body momentarily ceasing its own functions in the absence of his spirit to drive it. But now it re-engaged, his heart pumping with abnormal vigor from the shock of reanimation.  He looked down at the body beneath him, a body whose blood was smeared across his own body and hands now, and he felt the horror in Andi’s soul as she saw the damage done.
 
   Both of Alec’s hands went down and spread his fingers widely across her abdomen and chest, then he released a jolt, a thorough discharge that drained the greatest volume of Healer power in the quickest burst that he could call forth at once from the energy realm, healing the organs, repairing the flesh, fighting off the incipient infection that was already establishing its place.  He was running out of his powers.  He had pulled so much, so fast, from so many different portions of the energy realm that he had exhausted his abilities.  His Healer powers were trickling to an end, and he hadn’t restarted the spark of energy to make the girl’s body live.  Failure was imminent.
 
   Alec reached down and yanked the knife from the sheath on Andi’s belt and wildly sliced his arm, causing his blood to flow forth.  He split the sleeve of the leather jacket that covered Andi’s arm, then sliced it too, banged the two limbs together, and used the last dregs of his energy to combine their bodies, attaching his flesh to hers, just as he currently had their souls combined, letting his heart beat and pump the blood that would circulate through all their combined veins, keeping both bodies living.  There was a sudden new burst of healing energy that completed the task for him, binding the veins and closing the skin around the open graft.
 
   He looked up and saw the face of John Mark above him, then he closed his eyes.  Can we sleep now Alec? Andi asked him.
 
   We can sleep now Andi, he answered within himself, and passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20 – Andi’s Healing
 
    
 
   Andi was dreaming of crossing the plains, a dream that felt like a story, and yet her own life, too.  Then she found Bethany beneath a crouching lion, yet she did not know who Bethany was, although she thought that Bethany was beautiful.  Suddenly there was a new dream, a memory coming to the surface, a soft memory of falling and skinning her knee, crying for her mother, and feeling the wonderful comfort of her mother’s embrace, the soft warmth of her kiss, and the dream lingered over the feeling of love for her mother and from her mother; yet that dream too felt like it was a story she was sharing.
 
   No, that’s real, I remember, she thought to herself.
 
   The dream of the protective embrace became a sudden urgent effort to heal a girl with an arrow in her chest, and then a man whose body was in a cave.  She was always trying to save, to heal, and she wanted someone to heal her, to love her as a child, to take away the loneliness she felt as she slept in the orphanage.
 
   She was kissing a boy, her first kiss ever, after school, behind the trees.  Then she was in a darkened ruin of a building, kissing a girl!
 
   Andi was impetuous; she made up her mind and she was ready to act.   When she figured out what was right, she was ready to defend it, and she would throw her passion into her cause.
 
   There were horrible creatures, frightening, maddening in their inherent evil, circling her, then she was once again running down the gauntlet line, determined to pass the last test before she was accepted as a guard for Black Crag, naked in the snow, staggering under the blows that rained upon her from the dozens of guards in two parallel lines on either side of her as she ran.
 
   She struggled to awaken, and found herself looking up at a lush tropical canopy overhead, as a girl with golden eyes stroked gentle hands across her abdomen, tending to wounds that delivered burning pain.
 
   I want to wake, she thought to herself.
 
   Sleep, Andi, we need sleep.  Go back to sleep, she felt Alec’s thoughts within her brain.
 
   I have such strange dreams, Alec, she answered.
 
   Sleep, Andi, and we’ll both be better, his voice was strangely close.
 
   Alec!  There was panic in her spirit.  I am not myself; Alec, what is happening?  Oh heavens, am I dead?
 
   Andi opened her eyes, and saw a dim ceiling above her.  She raised her arm, feeling a drag on it that made her look over to see that her arm was hairy, and that another arm was growing out of it.  She began to scream, then felt her mouth shut.
 
   Andi, be calm Andi.  It’s me Alec, telling you to be calm, you must, his voice was soothing.  Relax and be calm now.  She took a deep breath, or perhaps her body did it for her.
 
   What is this? Andi asked carefully.  Another dream?
 
   Thank you, Alec replied.  This is not a dream any longer.
 
   You’re body was badly injured, dear, Alec said kindly.  I healed it part of the way, and it has been healing while we have been sleeping.  I imagine it is healthy and whole now, he said reassuringly.
 
   But, he added slowly, I had to save your spirit and your body at the same time.  He sighed deeply.  I rescued your spirit first, before your body was ready, so I had to put your spirit someplace safe until your body healed.
 
   Are you saying that I’m not in my own body? Andi began to panic.
 
   Don’t be frightened Andi, Alec told her.  There’s the girl I rely on, he added as she quelled the rising fear.  That’s the Black Guard fighter I’ve counted on; you are such a marvelous girl – so much more than I expected!  
 
   I put your spirit where I thought I could keep it safe.  Well, really it was the only place I had to save you – you are in my body with me; we are sharing the body, and we are sharing our minds as they mingle together.  Some of your dreams are my memories, some are your own.
 
   Here, let’s sit up, together now, shall we? Alec directed, and they both placed their hands down and pressed their torso upward.
 
   They were sitting on Alec’s bed, back in the room at the estate.  Both the bodies were on the bed, Andi’s lying peacefully next to them as they sat up. 
 
   We’re sharing your body? she asked Alec in awe.  
 
   When will I return to my own body? she asked immediately.
 
   When I am better rested, I will have the power to help you return to your body, he explained.  I need more rest, so that I can recover from, he paused, everything, he finished the sentence.
 
   What did you do? She asked, then sensed his memory, and relived with him as the light came from his hands and killed the bandits.
 
   I remember, she said, the attack, and through her eyes, Alec saw the band of thugs emerge from numerous shop doors all simultaneously, converging on the small group in the street, who were on their way to meet Alec, a few minutes early.
 
   Alec felt her pain as the men stabbed at her, too many blades for her to block all their thrusts, and she suffered the needless inexcusable extra stabs slammed into her body as she lay on the ground in pain.
 
   So what shall we do until you are rested? Andi asked.  She looked down, and started to place her hand down on the flat stomach of Alec’s body, then ran the fingers lower.
 
   “Andi!” Alec spoke aloud in shock.  “I’m right here.  Please, don’t,” he spoke in embarrassment and more, as he felt his body swiftly react to the stimulation.
 
   So that is what it feels like for a boy, she said smugly, but did nothing more to add to the situation.
 
   Are you rested enough to send me home? she asked.
 
   Maybe I better try, he commented primly.  We both need to relax.  Your spirit must relax, and focus on the peace and serenity it felt when you left your body before, he instructed.
 
   They each sat in silence for several moments, then Alec’s spirit wrapped itself around Andi’s, gently lifting her beyond his body, and into her own, with a smooth sense of transcendent stability in motion.  He was aware of a flicker within his own body as the physical systems began to falter in the absence of his spirit.  He gave Andi a jolt, withdrawing his spirit from her slowly, then rapidly, forcefully contacting her again, causing her spirit to seek refuge and to root itself back in her own body.
 
   He fled to his own body, and discovered that it had crumpled back down onto the mattress.  He rested within the physical shell, thinking about the comfort of having his body back under his sole control, thinking about the sense of safety and slight sadness he felt in the restored isolation of his soul from Andi’s.  They were each separate now, and it felt different.  He no longer found Andi’s memories floating around among his, or her urges making his body respond.  It was a relief, and yet a great emptiness too, but even with the separation, he could feel and sense her.
 
   Alec felt the mattress shift, and then suddenly Andi was laying upon him, and he opened his eyes to see her just above him, and then their lips were kissing, with an unimagined passion that they both shared, a passion that reflected their relief in the separation, and at the same time their mutual sense of loss from the separation, and a shared deep understanding and desire to please each other, even after so short a time of joint awareness.  Alec felt shock, and yet acceptance too.
 
   There was a noise somewhere, and both their heads pulled back from one another, and turned to see Salem standing in the door way, coming in to check on them.
 
   “I see that you are awake,” she murmured with a stammer, staring at Alec.  
 
   “We just awoke moments ago,” Alec said in confusion, uncertain of the meaning of the stare she directed at him.
 
   “You’re not Alec!” Andi said suddenly, her eyes open and staring down at his face.  She recoiled, pulling back from him with such force that she pulled his arm violently away from his body.
 
   “What do you mean?  Oh, oh,” Alec uttered.  He was still wearing the face of Salem’s dead husband, Cozen, the former marquis of Woven.  With his free hand he pressed against his nose as his Healer energies poured gently into his face, reversing the changes to the hair and the lips and the eyebrows.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said to both women, realizing that Salem had seen a scene in which her husband appeared to be kissing another woman.  “Salem, is everyone else okay?”
 
   “Yes, everyone is fine.  We’ve just all been worried about you.  They’ll all be relieved to hear that you both are conscious and appear to be healthy,” she told them.
 
   “Could you bring a knife we could use to sever this connection?” Alec pointed at the two arms between the two bodies in the bed.
 
   “Immediately,” Salem said and pulled the door closed with haste.
 
   “There’s the Alec I intended to kiss,” Andi said.   “Since I haven’t kissed Alec’s face yet to thank him for saving me, I suppose I should start over again,” she leaned aggressively into Alec and pressed her chest against his as she pressed her lips against his again.
 
   Alec returned the kiss, intoxicated by the taste of her mouth, enjoying the soft assertions of her tongue until there was a knock on the door, and Andi raised her head, looking smugly satisfied.
 
   “Come in,” Alec cleared his throat and spoke.  Salem entered with a knife on a tray before her.  She placed it on the corner of the mattress.
 
   “Everyone wants to know when you’ll be down, of course,” she said.
 
   “This will only take a second or two,” Alec answered.  He stretched for the knife as Salem turned to go.  “Are you ready?” he asked Andi.
 
   “As ready as you’ve made me!” she answered with a smile, as Alec placed the blade against the connective tissue.  
 
   “As soon as I cut it, clamp you hand around the cut to try to staunch the bleeding before I can heal it,” he instructed, seeing that Salem had already left the room.
 
   With a swift motion and a sharp pain, Alec sawed the two apart.  He dropped the blade on the floor and clasped the hand from the injured arm around Andi’s wound, while his other hand grabbed at his own wound, and he let his energies lose through both hands, healing the bloody cuts quickly.
 
   “Let’s go see the others,” Alec said, slipping out of bed.  “We can find out what the situation has been since we passed out.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you rather stay here a little while longer?” Andi asked, stretching her body across the mattress with a smile.
 
   “What I want to do and what I should do are two different matters,” Alec smiled back.  “We shall discuss such things later.  But right now our friends are downstairs waiting for us, and we may have work to do.”
 
   “Such a party spoiler!” Andi answered, sitting up.  “I told Marva I would bed you before this trip is over, and I’ve almost got you there!”
 
   Alec looked at her in astonishment.  “You’ve planned this for that long?  Good Lord girl, you’re a beauty; couldn’t you have your pick of any boy you meet?   You can do better than an old man like me,” he shook his head as he strolled to the door.  He’d had no idea she had considered him in such a manner; if it was true, the girl was more subtle and devious that he realized.  Even during their shared pairing within his body he’d not sensed any such intentions. 
 
   He was flustered and flattered.  Andi had spent much time around him during the trip, he realized.  She’d been the trained guard, the one with the most military experience and bearing, so he had expected to be with her a great deal.  But he’d never thought to consider her action in any light but that of comrades, even after Hope’s single warning of Andi’s interest in him.
 
   “We’ve not really met that many suitable folks along the way, I hope you’ve noticed,” Andi replied,” but even if we had, you were the one I wanted.  You’re a legend,” she added enthusiastically.
 
   Alec held the door open.  “Let’s go,” he commanded her, put off by her comment.  He did not want to be pursued as a trophy, regardless of the attractiveness of the pursuer.
 
   Andi joined him and they walked down stairs together, where Bauer and Hope and Jasel were waiting for them.  “Is Salem here?”  Alec asked, wondering at her absence.
 
   “She just left; she didn’t feel well, she said, and she didn’t look well,” Bauer explained.
 
   “What day is it?”  Alec asked.  “Do we need to go back to the jewelers and try to complete the sale of the gems?”
 
   “You fought in the street yesterday morning, and have been resting ever since,” Bauer answered.  “After we brought the two of you back here and put you to bed, we took the liberty of taking the stones you had, and went back to the various jewelers to complete the sales.
 
   “We were treated with considerable respect, I must say, once the bodies had been removed from the street,” Bauer continued.  “All the prices were honored, and we have a considerable amount of cash in hand now.  We just need to go purchase the building, as we planned.”
 
   “What is the news in the city? Alec questioned.  “Do we know if the marquis has done anything new?”
 
   “The gossip among the jewelers was that the palace is locked up, with no one going in or coming out,” Hope answered.
 
   “The city knows something is going on in there,” Jasel added.  “People are nervous.”
 
   Alec sat back and contemplated what to do next.
 
   “And how are you?” Hope asked Andi.  She turned to Alec.  “You truly brought her back from the dead!”
 
   “She was at the very limit of my ability,” Alec answered.  “Another minute and I think her spirit would have been beyond my reach.  Your call to me in the palace saved her life.”
 
   “Your voice was powerful, my lord,” Andi responded.  “I think I remember you calling me back, and I knew I had to obey.”
 
   Alec sat in silence for a moment, suddenly remembering and wondering what it was about Andi that had brought John Mark’s face to his attention at the end of the rescue.  The prophet would explain such an appearance in his own time, Alec realized, and decided to let the topic go for the time being, so that he could focus on more immediate issues.  He needed to finish up this mission in Woven to fulfill his promise to Salem and the others, and then he needed to hastily begin his further pursuit of Kriste’s captors.
 
   Everyone was looking at him, he realized, waiting for him to say something.
 
   “I will go to the palace and find out what the situation is, and what it calls for.  I think I should take Salem with me this time, and if the time is right, we can begin the restoration of her family back to the ruling seat,” he said.  “Jasel, will you accompany us, and watch over our horses?” he asked.
 
   “What about me?” Andi interjected.  “Shouldn’t you take me with you?”
 
   “I want you to stay here and rest,” Alec told her.  “Jasel will be fine for us.  Hope,” he turned, “will you go find Lady Salem and ask if she is prepared to return to the palace with me?”
 
   With a slightly raised eyebrow, Bauer nudged Hope to leave the room.
 
   “I’ll go get the horses ready,” Jasel said, rising and hurrying after Hope.
 
   “Alfred has the funds.  I’ll go tell him we need to make arrangements,” Bauer spoke quickly, and left the room as well.
 
   Alec analyzed the hasty departures.  Bauer, did you leave on purpose? He asked.
 
   I think you and your patient need a moment or two more to talk, Bauer commented.
 
   Alec turned to look at Andi, who was looking at him with a petulant expression, her eyes stormy.
 
   “Is there something we need to talk about?” he asked.
 
   “Bauer thinks so, doesn’t he?” she asked.
 
   “That’s right,” she continued, seeing the surprised look on his face.  “I’ve known you could speak to him and Hope with your mind for a long time.  Now, I’m starting to hear you.  You asked him if he left on purpose.”
 
   Alec sat back, surprised.  “When I’ve done extraordinary things to save a life, it has often given a part of my powers to the person I healed,” he began.
 
   “Like with Bethany, when the lion killed her?” Andi asked.
 
   Alec felt another shock as he began to realize the unforeseen ramifications of their extraordinary experience.  The Black Crag guard had exceeded his expectations for an exchange of psyches; he had never in his efforts with Imelda or Cassie or Bethany, or later with Caitlen, known someone to manifest energies so quickly after an intimate encounter of shared blood and psyches, or to so readily recall his own memories to him.
 
   “Bethany was one case,” he agreed, and paused.  “Andi, may I examine you?”
 
   “In what way?” the girl asked, her defenses rising as she sensed Alec’s shifting consideration.  “You’re not going to try to take anything away from me, are you?”
 
   “No,” Alec took a deep breath and bit off a stinging retort.  “I want to try to understand how you can hear my messages with Bauer.  I’m not surprised that you can, I’m just surprised that you can so quickly.
 
   “Look, it doesn’t matter right now,” he was exasperated by the reluctance he sensed she felt, the reluctance to let him control the situation as it applied to her.
 
   “Why aren’t you going to take me with you into the city right now?  You want to take a blade along to help provide protection; you know I’m a better blade than Jasel, and you obviously know I’ll fight to the death!  So why aren’t you taking me?” Andi demanded, sensing Alec’s frustration.
 
   “Because we need time apart from one another!” Alec replied loudly.  “Listen to this conversation,” he waved his arms.  “This isn’t the way we would have talked to each other a day ago.”
 
   “That’s because a day ago I didn’t know what it was like to be you!” she screamed.  “I thought you were some higher being, carved out of stone, born as an adult the first day of your life.  I didn’t know you were just a man who has all the feelings and emotions and desires that the rest of us have.  I can treat you like anyone else now.”
 
   In response, feeling betrayed that all the effort he had put into reviving the girl had only led to such an unnecessary confrontation, Alec turned his back to Andi and headed towards the door.  “I’m not going to take you because I need to spend time with Salem.  She’s a woman I respect,” he said, making the most cutting comment he could fabricate on the spot.
 
   Andi gave a howl and leapt at him, tackling him with a hard tackle.  “That was just mean-spirited!” she said, sitting atop him and looking down.
 
   Alec looked up at the girl and grinned.  She was a pretty girl, he saw again, with the flash of emotion bringing her eyes to life.  He wasn’t sure how they had come to such a confrontational pass so suddenly, but he needed to put it to an end.  A sudden gust of air lifted Andi off of him and raised her from the floor, then kept lifting her higher, until her back was pressed against the ceiling of the room.  He stood up casually, waved to her, then headed towards the door.
 
   “You’re just going to walk away?  You cheat when I’m winning the fight, and then you walk away?” her shrill words were in his ears as he left the room and he continued to feel her anger as he walked from the house to the stables.  Salem and Jasel were waiting at the stables when he arrived there.
 
   “Would you like to go into town this morning to check on the state of the palace?” Alec asked Salem.  “I thought that you would be best able to recognize and question people there so that we can understand what’s happening and decide what to do next.”
 
   “If you think that would be best, my lord,” she acceded.
 
   “And you just need to keep an eye on our horses while we’re inside the palace,” he told Jasel, who looked crestfallen at such a minor role.
 
   As they rode into town, there was little conversation.  Once inside the city confines, they returned to the alley where Alec had gone previously to enter the palace, and Alec decided to use the same route to carry Salem up to the roof of the adjoining building.
 
    Alec told Salem that she needed to return to her former appearance so that the people they approached in the palace would know and trust her.  She sat silently in her saddle as he placed his hand upon her and carried out the restoration, taking liberties with her appearance to smooth her skin so that she appeared younger and without stress compared to her looks that Alec had known before.  It would help the members of the palace staff to see someone who appeared relaxed and refreshed in the midst of the trauma he suspected they were suffering during Trayma’s breakdown.
 
   She was stiff in his arms when he carried her to the roof, and Alec knew that seeing he and Andi during their momentary kiss had upset her.  He felt sadness at the distance that now separated them because of that moment; he had admired the woman’s strength of character, as well as her grace and beauty, yet he knew that he was going to leave the city as quickly as possible and should not provoke any relationship to blossom between them.
 
   “We will become invisible, and we will fly to the palace and enter its upper floors,” he told her.  “I would think that we should seek out the officers of the guard, to find if we can count on them as allies to aid your restoration.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we simply fly to their armory at the palace and seek them out there?” Salem asked.  “I can think of two officers who were always prudent leaders my husband approved of.  If they are still in the service, they would be best for us to approach.”
 
   “Tell me where the armory is,” Alec replied.  “I like the idea.”
 
   Moments later they embraced again, as Alec created the cushion of air that lifted them and carried them into the rear of the palace grounds, where a long, large stone building ran the length of one wall of the palace’s inner enclosure.  The invisible couple walked up to an open door and found themselves observing the large, open practice space the guard members used to hone their swordsmanship skills, as a few pairs of men clashed wooden practice blades with one another.
 
   “Let us be visible to them when we walk in,” Salem told Alec.  “We should show these men that we have no fear.”
 
   “As you command. My lady,” Alec responded, concluding that the suggestion was bold, but prudent.  He dropped his Light powers, and adopted his Warrior energies, then fell a step behind Salem as she led the way into the armory.
 
   Salem walked into the armory, then turned left, and began to walk towards an office door.  As they progressed, the room grew quieter, the wooden blades ceasing to clack and whack against each other, the practicing guards turning their attention to the surprising presence in the building.
 
   “My lady,” a voice spoke, stopping her.  She and Alec turned to see the men around them walking slowly towards them.  The small nagging feeling of discomfort that Alec had remotely sensed for some time nagged at him with increasing force, adding to the apprehension he felt about the approaching semi-circle of a dozen men, only one of which appeared to be an officer.
 
   “It gives me joy to see you alive and looking so well, my lady,” the man who Alec thought might be an officer said.  He dropped to a knee, and the other men around him dropped as well, their heads bowed.
 
   It was Andi!  Alec realized that the discomfort he felt was Andi’s discomfort; in some fashion the strange bond between them delivered sympathetic feelings from her to him even at this distance.  He had left her pressed against the ceiling of the room when he had left the country estate, and she remained there even now – with a full bladder, he realized with a grin.
 
   “You think our acknowledgement of the lady is funny?” the officer was rising to his feet, looking at Alec and misunderstanding the cause of his smile.
 
   “No sir,” Alec said quickly.  He closed his eyes and focused on carefully reducing the air current he had left in place, lowering Andi back to the ground.
 
   “Is this a friend, my lady?” the officer asked Salem.
 
   “He is, major.  He is a staunch and strong ally,” Salem vouched quickly for Alec, placing her hand trustingly on his arm.  “I would not be here, would not even be alive, were it not for this man.”
 
   “We are pleased to see you.  All the members of the palace guards would cheer if they knew you stood within the palace grounds, Lady Salem.  Rumor placed you far away, on the road in the wilderness,” the man said.  “Are you here to see General Filpon?  Has he invited you to come back to serve us?”
 
   “No,” Salem answered without faltering.  “I chose to come back on my own, to find out what the state of the palace is at the moment.”  Alec was proud and impressed by the surety in her voice and the confidence she displayed in her poise; she had no idea of what was occurring around them, but she was speaking as if she were the ruler of the palace.
 
   “What is the status here in the city?” she asked.  “I understand Quisel is dead.  What is happening with Bened?”
 
   “Well, you obviously know that there is a virtual civil war going on within the palace grounds,” the officer said, to a few murmured sounds of agreement.  “Trayma has gone crazy, talking about ghosts and betrayal – as if he is one to talk.  He had Quisel executed, and then he tried to do the same to Bened, but the general got wind of it, and has gathered forces around himself.  Trayma has gathered forces around himself.
 
   “Many of us are at a loss to know which is the lesser of the two evils.  But if General Filpon is ready to back your restoration,” he let his words tail off hopefully.
 
   “Major Bray, I would like to see General Filpon to talk with him,” Salem answered.  Alec felt Andi’s relief and anger, and he grinned again.
 
   “Is this man a fighter or a clown?  All he does is gape like a mindless idiot,” Bray said, looking at and misunderstanding Alec’s smile once again.
 
   Alec took a deep breath, and waited for Salem to answer.
 
   “I cannot tell you enough about the power and the wisdom of Alec,” Salem answered.  “Do not ever underestimate him.  Now, please take me to see General Filpon.”
 
   “I will take you, but we have a guard around the General to protect him in these circumstances,” Bray answered.  “Your friend must wait out here.”
 
   “Go on,” Alec answered immediately.  He held out his hand to rest in on Salem’s arm.  Do you trust this man?  I will accompany you if you want my protection.
 
   Salem’s eyes locked with Alec’s.  These are my people, and I know these are the men I can trust; I must show that trust to them now, if I am going to ask them to support me.
 
   Well said, Alec acknowledged.  “I’ll wait here and perhaps spar with some of the guards if they’ll honor me with the opportunity,” he said aloud, withdrawing his touch from Salem.  He felt as though he was seeing her become a different person, a stronger woman who was a natural leader rising to the need of her city.
 
   “We’ll gladly cross blades with your champion,” Bray agreed.  “Give the man equipment and be good hosts while the Marchioness goes to talk to the General,” he directed the soldiers around them, then promptly led Salem away into a different part of the armory structure.
 
   Alec and the guards looked at each other, smirking.  The smiles of the guards soon turned to serious expressions as they found themselves straining to withstand Alec’s ability to manipulate his blade.  After three bouts, they sheepishly agreed to accept his terms of fighting two at once, and it was during one such match, all parties sweating profusely from their exercise, that Lady Salem, Major Bray, and General Filpon re-entered the practice space, putting an end to the fencing.
 
   “He seems pretty serious for a ‘grinning idiot’,” General Filpon said to Bray.
 
   “He handles a weapon well,” Bray agreed, a wooden expression on his face.
 
   “His work with a sword is the least of his weapons,” Salem said.  “Did you hear about the fight on Jeweler Lane?”
 
   “The slaughter of the thugs?  None of the survivors will tell what really happened, but there were a lot of bodies hauled out of there.  The crime rate will be cut in half in the city,” Filpon commented.  “Are you saying that your champion had something to do with that?” he asked, as Alec approached, rubbing a towel across his sweaty scalp.
 
   “Alec, this is General Filpon,” Salem introduced.  “How should I identify you?  I don’t think I know a word that describes all that you are.”
 
   “I am an ingenaire,” Alec said with a smile.  “General it is an honor to meet you.”
 
   “Are you part of the group that came through the city three days ago?  Why did they leave you behind?” Bray stiffened slightly at the title Alec claimed for himself.
 
   “You’ve heard the title?” Alec asked with great interest.  “I am actually chasing a group of ingenairii, a group that I am not part of.”
 
   The name is an ancient one used in tales to frighten children, or that’s what we used to think,” Filpon answered.  He held out a hand and shook with Alec, a firm grip providing a statement that the man was as strong and tough as his ramrod straight posture suggested.
 
   “There were strangers who came through the city just a few days ago.  They went to a house, slew a young man, and took his wife.  When the constables tried to intervene, they were slaughtered – not as efficiently as the thieves in Jewelry Lane were exterminated perhaps, but they were left dead.  And then the ingenairii – they called themselves that – left, took another girl, and taunted the police to follow them to Exbury, Erechta, and Yangchoo,” Filpon explained.
 
   “Are those cities nearby?  Could I catch up with them, once this situation is settled and Lady Salem rules the city?” Alec asked.
 
   “You think the lady will be back on the throne of the city just like that, as a convenience to you?” Bray asked in astonishment.
 
   Alec felt a sense of uneasiness.  “I do think she can retake the throne quickly, but I did not mean to imply anything,” Alec tried to iron out whatever problem his words may have created.
 
   Salem held up a hand.  “I understand.  Our ingenaire is truly traveling on his own mission, but he has stopped here to help my family in its quest.  We should be thankful for the help he has given, and acknowledge that he has other purposes in life beyond Woven’s future.”
 
   “I intend to stay to help the Lady regain the authority she deserves,” Alec said to Bray and Filpon, “please don’t misunderstand me.  But I have pledged to avenge another injustice as well, and I mean to keep my promise.”  He felt a swelling sense of determination, as though he were even then setting out on a mission.
 
   “Tell me what you need – Trayma to go crazier?, Bened to surrender himself to you? – I’ll find a way to make it happen,” Alec promised.
 
   “Before you dismiss him, let me tell you that I know he can do such things,” Salem spoke loudly and hastily.
 
   Both Filpon and Bray cocked their heads as they appraised Alec.
 
   “We need them both dead, for all the world to see, and so that everyone knows that the Marchioness is responsible for their deaths,” Bray said abruptly.
 
   “That would be crude, but effective,” Filpon agreed.
 
   “General, may I see you and Lady Salem together, privately?” Alec asked.  He gave Salem a meaningful look.
 
   Together the three of them left the practice room again, a room that had grown more crowded as more guards came in, responding to the rumors that Salem had returned to the palace.
 
   When they were in an office, Alec closed the door.  “If the Lady Salem were seen to personally wield a sword and slay these men, would that be sufficient?” Alec asked Filpon.
 
   “If she were an Amazon warrior who could do that, yes,” Filpon answered.  “And maybe where you come from women are raised as warriors, but in Woven, that is not the case.  We will support the Marchioness for her wisdom and rightful claim to the throne, not for her valor at arms.”
 
   “But if Bened’s men see Salem fight him and win, they will have no choice but to follow her, will they?” Alec pressed.
 
   “More likely they’ll flee the city.  There will be no home for them in Woven; we wouldn’t tolerate traitors returning to the palace, and they know it,” Filpon said.
 
   Alec looked closely at Salem, studying her features intently.
 
   “What is it Alec?” she asked.
 
   Alec closed his eyes, and focused his Healer energies upon his own body.  He forced his hair to lengthen, and his face to grow narrow.  His facial stubble gently fell from his cheeks and chin, as his chest swelled outward.  He opened his eyes to look at Salem’s, startled to notice for the first time how blue they were, then he made his own eyes lighten and change.
 
   Filpon staggered back from Alec, until his back was against the wall.  “By the temples, what are you?” he whispered.
 
   “I am the Lady Salem,” Alec replied.  “How close is the appearance?”
 
   Filpon’s eyes flew back and forth and back and forth, “Your chin is too large, and your throat apple is too prominent,” he said at last.
 
   Alec stroked his fingers along his chin and throat.  “Better?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” Filpon answered.
 
   “Say nothing.  Put a pair of guards at the door, and tell the guards the Lady Salem is within.  Let no one in or out of the room.  I’ll sneak out, go find and slay Trayma and Bened, then come back.  Their forces will dissolve in chaos, convinced that the Lady Salem has personally wrought vengeance on them.  I’ll come back here, and the Lady Salem can come out of her room.  Everyone here will swear that she never left, while those in the palace will swear she was the person who slew her enemies.  She’ll be seen as a figure of extraordinary abilities, not to be taken lightly,” Alec felt gleeful joy at the plan he had devised.
 
   “The first question is, how are you going to get out of here as the Marchioness without being seen?” Filpon asked.
 
   In response, Alec made himself invisible, bringing a smile to Salem’s face.
 
   “I’m still here,” Alec said.  “For now.”
 
   “My lord,” Salem spoke.  “I thank you for this charade you’re carrying out on my behalf.  And I would caution you to speak little in your natural voice.”
 
   “Thank you, my lady,” Alec felt himself grin.  “General, would you open the door, make sure the guards see the Lady in the room as we leave, and then wait for me to bring back some word of success?”
 
   “It’s as simple as that?” Filpon asked.
 
   “It’s as simple as that, for you,” Alec said.  
 
   Filpon looked at Salem, who nodded assent.  “Good luck, Alec,” she said softly.
 
   The door opened, and Alec slipped out, as Filpon called the guards into the room, explaining that Alec had climbed out through the small window that was set high in the wall.  Alec continued on his own path, past the guard contingent in the practice room and then out into the open space between the armory and the palace proper.  As he began to stalk towards a door of the palace, he realized that he had not bothered to ask where he could find Bened.
 
   He knew where Trayma was however, settling the question of which he would go to first.  He felt a sudden burst of frustration and anger, which drove him to burst through a door in the palace, startling the guards who had served a desultory watch duty at the door.  Alec ran past them unseen, as the pair of men drew their swords and stared at the broken door before them.
 
   Alec ran on, through the storage rooms and back halls of the rear of the palace, past guards who heard light footsteps but saw nothing, then upstairs to the second floor, where crude barricades indicated the demarcation between Trayma’s lines and Bened’s.  Alec carefully engaged his Spirit powers in addition to his Light powers, then added his Air powers and lifted himself above the barricades and the guards on either side.  He landed and climbed the steps to the third floor, where many guards  stood and sat and paced.
 
   It was time, Alec thought, and he steeled himself for what he was about to do.  He released his Light powers, and suddenly appeared from nowhere before the guards who protected Trayma.  He regretted that he hadn’t asked Salem for her dress, to complete the illusion, but knew the act was too far gone to regret anything now.
 
   “Lady Salem?” a guard asked in astonishment.  “Weren’t you banished from Woven?  Why are you here?” he questioned.
 
   Alec slashed his sword across the man’s throat, then sliced the chest of a guard nearby on his backswing.  He walked forward steadily, his Warrior powers engaged, determined to build the legend of the vengeful Lady Salem.  Men were rousing themselves from their astonishment at the appearance and murderous actions of the Lady who was mowing down a bloody crop of guards as she approached Trayma’s chambers.
 
   Guards came at her without reluctance as they saw her stabbing and overcoming their fellows, but she disabled or dealt death to them without suffering any injury or delay.  “Trayma,” Alec called, in the most feminine voice he could muster.  “Revenge!” he shouted, and he burst through the door of Trayma’s chambers.
 
   Two archers fired arrows simultaneously at Alec as he stepped into the sitting room of Trayma’s chambers.  Alec deflected one arrow with his sword, and slapped away the other arrow with his open right hand.  The guards in the room gaped in astonishment at the feat, and Alec ran at the archers, knocking them aside and stamping on their bows, snapping them.
 
   Alec stepped into the bedchamber, where Trayma stood in a corner, with three guards standing before him, their blades drawn as a last line of defense.
 
   “Are you another ghost?  Salem, I’ve seen Coden; he’s haunted me, Salem.  Don’t hurt us, Salem,” he screamed.
 
   Alec stepped forward and swung his blade in an intricate weave, knocking the blades out of the hands of two guards and slicing through the thigh of the third, as he darted between the trio and raised his sword above Trayma, who stared up in open-mouthed, weak-minded fatalism.  Alec’s sword fell and pierced Trayma’s chest, slipping between the ribs and violently stabbing Trayma’s heart.
 
   Alec turned, and saw that more men had entered the room and seen the fatal blow struck.   He pulled the blade from Trayma’s chest, and stood triumphant for a long moment, allowing the men to register the image of Lady Salem standing over her dead rival’s body, and then he engaged his Light powers, created a bright blast of light, and disappeared from view. 
 
   The men in the room shouted in fear, while Alec silently and invisibly slipped between them and walked out of the bedroom suite.  “Footprints!  Bloody footprints! She’s coming this way!” someone in the hallway screamed, and men scrambled to hide in rooms and doorways as Alec left the scene of the chaos and death he had set out to create.  The hallway was empty of all those who could escape, letting him stroll carelessly towards the stairwell.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs he faced the barricade that he had hurdled before.  The guards on the far side had to be curious about the screams that had rang through the marble halls above, he was sure.  He was about to answered their curiosity, he hoped without too many needless deaths taking place.
 
   He made himself, as the figure of the Lady Salem, visible once again, then used his Light energy to focus his intense beam of light upon the solid wooden furniture that had been pressed into hasty use as a wall, causing the timber to blaze forth in glorious flames.  There were startled oaths from the far side of the flames, while Alec released his Light energy, then embraced the Air power, raising a breeze that pulled the air from behind him into a growing gale-force wind that whipped at the barricade, fanning the flames madly, stretching them through the barricade and into the portion of the palace controlled by Bened’s forces.
 
   The guards across the way hurriedly backed away from the fire, and then from the burning portions of the barricade that were tumbling loose as Alec’s wind blew open a passage for him.  He stood there watching the flames, transfixed by the sight, noting the strange feel of his long feminine hair that floated about his face, reminding him of the identity he wore.  He felt a strange sense of jealousy for a moment, then shook his head at the feeling, and dropped his Air powers so that he could pass through the breach in Bened’s boundary.
 
   Men were backed away from the fire, but gathered together in substantial numbers watching it from the far side as Alec stepped through the fire and emerged from the smoke, looking like a grim avenging angel to the observers.
 
   “Lady Salem!” a man exclaimed in the same astonished tones that the first of Trayma’s guards had used, a tone that conveyed no threat, nor any fear, only astonishment at such an unexpected apparition.
 
   Alec walked forward.  “Where is Bened?” he asked in the high, soft tone he had used before, upstairs.  “I am here for revenge!” he said, then he started swinging his sword while he was still several feet away from any guard member.
 
   Three of the guards approached cautiously, and Alec turned towards them, rapidly and deliberately disarming then, then smacking them each with the flat of his blade and knocking them to the ground.  He picked one of them up, and pulled the man’s arms roughly behind his body, making the suddenly captive guard a shield and a hostage.
 
   Tell me where Bened is, Alec projected his order.
 
   The man screamed.  “She’s in my head!  Her voice is inside my head!”
 
   Disgusted, Alec pushed the man roughly to the ground and picked up another.  We’re going to Bened.  Lead the way, Alec projected his voice again.   He gave the man a shove, and followed closely behind with his sword point at the back of his guide.
 
   “She told me to lead her to Bened,” the man was nearly sobbing in fear.  Another guard nearby jumped suddenly at Alec, only to find that the Lady Salem swung her sword with impossible speed and pierced his stomach, then whipped the bloody blade back against her hostage,  and kept moving on.  They walked steadily forward, then around a corner, and three men shots arrows at them as they entered the new passageway.
 
   Two of the arrows struck Alec’s guide in the chest and dropped him, as the third flew harmlessly past.  The three men shot again as Alec continued to walk towards them.  Alec blocked all three arrows with his sword, and the archers dropped their bows and ran.  Alec stooped to pick up one bow, then emptied the arrows from all three of the abandoned quivers into a single, crowded quiver, and followed after the men.  He went down another set of stairs to the ground floor, where he saw a rank of archers all kneeling with bows pulled tight, pointed at him.
 
   “Shoot!” someone called out, and multiple arrows whizzed through the air at him.  Alec turned sideways and blocked as many as he could, but felt a stroke of pain, as one arrow hit him solidly in the lower thigh.  He raised his head, dropped his sword, then pulled arrow after arrow from his quiver and began firing as rapidly as he could at the archers down the hallway, hitting each, and picking off their officers rapidly, until the survivors dove out of sight, finding protection in doorways, behind furniture or by leaving the scene completely.  Alec half lowered his bow, trying to decide what to do next.
 
   “What’s this malarkey about the Lady Salem destroying my forces?” A loud, skeptical voice asked.  A man appeared, standing belligerently and confidently in the hallway.
 
   My word, it is the Lady Salem!” he said in astonishment, his face turning white,  He began to bolt for safety, but Alec raised his bow and fired three arrows, one through each leg and one in the man’s right shoulder, dropping him to the ground.
 
   Alec stood still, listening to the man whimper.  He still felt the pressure of the arrowhead in his own leg.  There were noises behind him, but not nearby, and he could faintly hear some type of ruckus outside the palace.   He needed to put an end to Bened, he decided, first and foremost.  “Bened!  This is revenge,” he called again in his falsetto voice, then fired another arrow that penetrated the chest of the man who lay on the floor, killing him.
 
   His mission complete, Alec dropped his bow and arrow.  He painfully dragged his leg as he walked the length of the hall and reached the bodies of the archers that were strewn there, then sat gingerly on the floor.  He looked at the arrow that stuck from his leg before he reached over to a dead archer and plucked a knife from the man’s belt.  He worked the knife into his leg, moaning and gasping as he did, and flicked the head of the arrow out of his flesh, then dropped the knife and sat back in pain.
 
   His energies were nearly exhausted, consumed by his efforts and wound.  If he healed his leg, he didn’t think he would have the energy to restore his body to his male self immediately, and the same limitation held true in his mind if he restored his physical identity – he didn’t think he’d be able to heal his leg until he rested.
 
   He tore a strip of cloth from the uniform of a dead guardsman, and wrapped it repeatedly around his leg, He stood stiffly, and wandered from the deserted hallway into an empty room, feeling a sudden sense of both unease and of something positive, something that was unidentifiable but that felt like the approaching completion of some quest.
 
   Alec heard a noise outside the window of the room he sat in, a room with a large desk and four chairs, one of which he occupied.  He raised himself with pain and caution to look out the window, and saw Andi outside, scuffling madly with four guards; she was disarmed and on the ground, but flailing, kicking and punching so effectively as to prevent them from pinning her.
 
   He stood in alarm and picked up a chair, which he threw through the glass window of his palace room, startling everyone and distracting the guards attention from Andi.  She took advantage of their moment of weakened attention and broke free from them, then ran directly towards the window.
 
   Alec, is it you? she called.
 
   It’s me, he replied with a grim smile.  Come in here!
 
   She climbed up over the window frame, cutting her hands on the broken glass in the process, then rolled into the room and stood.  She looked about, wild-eyed, the sound of pursuers just outside the window and coming down the hallway outside the door, looked around, and saw the Lady Salem standing against a wall, looking at her with a strange look on her face.
 
   “But Alec’s here!   I feel him; where is he?” she asked.
 
   It’s me Andi.  Come here, quickly, he replied telepathically.
 
   Alec? she asked and ran over to him, noting the bandaged leg and the haggard look on Salem’s face.
 
   We’re invisible now, he told her as he threw up a shield of reflected light with the last of the energy he could muster, while she reached out a hand to touch his face carefully.  There came the sound of men entering the room behind her, and she turned to see the men looking in bewilderment at the impossibly empty space.
 
   What have you done? she asked.  It really is you, Alec, I can feel it.  The guards left the room and went searching elsewhere.
 
   He slowly slid down the wall, and sat on the floor, his legs stretched out before him, having pulled her down with him.  You are giving me energy, he said.  He dropped the invisibility that he had thrown up around them, reached for Andi’s hand, and drew energy from her, then used that energy in turn to pull a steady stream of Healer power from the energy realm.
 
   Andi sat on the floor and watched with astonishment as Alec’s features contorted and changed gently over the next minute.  He sat with his eyes closed as he restored his own physical identity.  He completed his efforts, and gave a slight smile, then Andi felt her own body thrill to the feel of his healing power as he absorbed more energy from her, then sent a stream of Healing energy back into her, soothing away the scrapes and cuts she had received in her struggles.  Seconds later the energy ceased.
 
   Lean back against me, Alec requested, and Andi snuggled over against his body, both of then sitting silently in the empty office as the spring air gently moved in through the broken window, while they both took comfort in the physical contact with one another.
 
   What have you been doing? Andi asked after a few short minutes of silence.
 
   I’ve just murdered the two potential contenders for the title of marquis, Alec told her.  I made myself look like Salem so that she would receive the credit for the acts, he explained.  I felt your feelings at times while I was here, although I didn’t realize at the time what I was experiencing.
 
   I felt yours too, she replied.  You should not have come without me, she repeated the topic that had begun their quarrel earlier, but she said it without malice.  I feel like I have to be with you.
 
   I understand, Alec answered.  I think we perhaps need to stay with one another now, while I try to understand what we are.
 
   There were voices in the hallway outside the room, and Andi felt Alec re-engage his Light energy to render them invisible once again.  How long shall we stay here? Andi asked, sensing Alec’s weariness.  Would you like to go someplace to rest?
 
   Soon, he barely expressed the thought.  Give me one more moment, then we need to go back to where Salem’s forces are, and let them know Trayma and Bened are slain.
 
   The footsteps in the hallway went past their doorway without anyone looking into the office.  Let’s go, Alec said.  He released the power, and they stood together, then walked away, still holding hands, each of them taking comfort in the physical contact.
 
   “Salem and her forces are in an armory at the rear of the palace grounds,” Alec said.  “We should go this way,” he led her though the hallways and rooms, storage places and work rooms that were in their path, some of them untouched by the troubles at the palace, many of them showing signs of having been looted or fought in.  Twice they met other men, men who were frightened or leery of any contact with others in the bewildering, conflict-torn palace.
 
   “We are supporters of the Lady Salem,” Alec announced each time.  “The battle is over, and she is the victor.  She is restored as ruler of the city.  We are only here to look, not to fight,” he said, and each time the men put their weapons down and let the pair pass by unmolested.
 
   “It was a frightening sight for the men, to see a noble woman stalk through them, fighting and defeating them as though she were an unstoppable force,” Alec explained.  “We need to go bring Salem and her forces into the palace now to take control of the situation immediately, while no one has any will power to stand against her.”
 
   “And then what?” Andi asked.
 
   “And then we rest,” he hedged.
 
   “And what comes after that?” she pushed.
 
   “Let us wait to see,” he told her, and sensed that she could tell he was trying to evade an answer.  “I want to continue on my path to set Kriste free,” he admitted.  “I need a little time to feel how this relationship with you works and evolves.  We may need to stay together, to travel together,” he told her, admitting what he knew she needed for him to say aloud.
 
   They passed through the last doorway and stood in the courtyard, facing the armory, where several men stood armed at the entrance.
 
   “We will stay together,” Andi told him emphatically.  “I feel the need.”
 
   “Where have you been?” one of the men asked as Alec and Andi approached the entry; Alec recognized him as one of his sparring partners from earlier in the day, and was likewise recognized.  “We’ve been inside the palace, checking the situation,” Alec replied.  “Is Major Bray or General Filpon available?”
 
   They were led without comment to an office where the two officers and a handful more sat together, just outside the room where Salem sat.  “The palace is open and without a leader,” Alec told the room.  “Both Trayma and Bened are dead, rumored to have been killed by the Lady Salem herself,” he addressed them.  “Send your men in now and secure it, while the opportunity exists,” he advised over the rising noise of exclamations.
 
   “But the Lady is here, safe,” one man insisted loudly, standing to emphasize his words.
 
   Alec shrugged.  “I’m telling you what they believe in the palace.  That is what you need to contend with right now.”
 
   There was a noise at the door, and Salem appeared.
 
   Tell them to go to the first floor to find Bened’s body with four arrows in it, then go to the residences on the third floor to find Trayma’s body, Alec sent her a message.
 
   “We must rescue the city from chaos.  I am the rightful Marchioness, and I will act as regent until my son is of age,” she stated.  “General, send men into the palace to take control.  Have them collect Bened’s body on the first floor, and hoist it outside the city gates for the people to see what we do with traitors.  Leave the four arrows in the body, and also send men up to the ruler’s chambers on the third floor for Trayma’s body, and likewise hang it for the city to see.”
 
   “My lady, did you do these things?” Major Bray asked.
 
   “We are not here to question the Marchioness, we are here to carry out commands,” Filpon said sternly.  “Bray, take a squad to the third floor, Goore, take a squad to find Bened’s body.  Harrom, Loos, take squads to secure the palace itself, and sweep it clean of all people who are not ours,” he spit out orders in rapid fire, emptying the room.
 
   “How are you?” Salem asked Alec after everyone left except for herself, Filpon, Alec and Andi.
 
   “I am tired, but my part of the job is done, and now it’s in your hands.  I expect you’ll do well,” he said.
 
   “I’m surprised to see you here Andi, but not really,” Salem spoke.  “Thank you for any assistance you have given our hero.”
 
   “He did all of whatever he did all on his own,” Andi replied.
 
   “We’ll have the palace under control before sunset, my lady,” Filpon said.  “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go begin to look into matters there.  I’ll leave a guard escort here for you whenever you’re ready to come over.”
 
   “You’ll have a mess to clean up,” Alec warned him.
 
   “But the worst of the mess apparently is already dealt with,” Filpon said with a slight smile, and he left the room.
 
   “What are your plans now, Alec?” Salem asked.
 
   “I’ll rest tonight,” Alec answered.  He looked over at Andi, knowing that there would be some reaction to what he would say next, “and tomorrow I plan to continue my quest to find Kriste.  General Filpon said they practically gave him a map of their destinations,” Alec felt weariness begun to overcome him, and he saw Andi stifle a yawn.
 
   “So I will go to those cities, and try to intercept them,” he concluded.
 
   “You will return to the countryside for the evening?” Salem asked, and Alec nodded.
 
   “Come back to the palace tomorrow morning first thing, and we will give you directions on where to go.  I do not remember precisely which cities the general mentioned, but we will assist you.”
 
   “Thank you, my lady,” Alec replied.
 
   Alec?  Are you alright? Hope’s voice suddenly entered his head.
 
   Yes, I am.  Is everything alright? Alec replied.
 
   Jasel said that you and Salem have been gone all day, and there are bodies being hung from the walls of the palace, she replied.
 
   Those are the former opponents of Salem’s family.  She is being restored to the throne now, Alec answered.
 
   Is Jasel still in the city? He asked, thinking that the two horses he and Salem had ridden in the morning would be providential for taking Andi and he back to the countryside now, if they were still near the palace.
 
   He is, Hope answered.
 
   How, Alec paused, how do you know his questions?
 
   He and I have learned to farspeak with one another, Hope told him.  But he does not know I am the grandesteur.  He only thinks that it is a skill you have passed on to me, as you did to him.
 
   We haven’t seen Andi.  She raised an awful fuss this morning after you left, Hope said.
 
   Alec observed the change in expression on Andi’s face.
 
   Hope, he quickly interrupted, Andi is with me right now, here at the palace.  She can hear the communications that pass through me, so she can hear everything you are saying right now.
 
   How can that be? Hope asked in astonishment.
 
   Yes, oh great one, tell us please, how can that be? Andi chimed in.
 
   Her spirit and mine were joined while her body healed, and, I don’t know exactly what has happened, Alec confessed.
 
   Tell Jasel that we will be there shortly and will ride back to the estate, Alec told Hope.  We will see all of you soon.
 
   “Andi, are you ready to go?” he asked aloud.
 
   “There’s just one thing I want to talk about before we go,” she replied.
 
   Alec turned to face her expectantly.
 
   “How could you leave me trapped up against that ceiling for so long?” she shouted angrily.  “It was humiliating when everyone came walking through the room, asking if they could help, and none of them could.  And then my bladder was full and hurt so bad!  Bauer was seriously going to get a bucket for me after I asked him what to do.”
 
   “I felt that!” Alec answered.  “That’s when I remembered to let you down.  Why didn’t you talk to me, the way you just did now, to tell me to let you down?”
 
   “I didn’t understand how to do that very well until now, when we were talking with Hope,” Andi answered.
 
   “‘We’ weren’t talking to Hope; ‘I’ was talking to Hope,” Alec corrected.  “You were listening in.”
 
   “I can’t help it!” Andi answered.  “I felt your emotions all day long.  I knew where you were; I’m practically a part of you.”
 
   “I know,” Alec sighed.  “I felt emotions at times too.  I couldn’t explain them, but they were probably yours – they were angry,” he gave a tired grin.
 
   “Ha, ha!” Andi replied.  “This morning I was ready to sleep with you, but right now I want to kick your teeth in, you know.  How long is this going to last?”
 
   “Andi, I don’t know,” Alec replied.  “Let’s go find Jarel and ride back to the estate and rest.  I hope that maybe in the morning we’ll understand, or maybe the bond will lessen with time.”  He held the door open for Andi to leave the room ahead of him.
 
   “And I felt your interest when I mentioned sleeping together,” she added with a grin.
 
   And I feel yours, he retorted.
 
   And I know you think you’re too old for me, but let’s face it, you’re too old for everyone else in the world too!  Andi laughed.
 
   Alec grinned, then wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and they walked out of the palace grounds together, and found Jasel faithfully waiting with the horses.
 
   “I’m glad to see you!” he said loudly, thumping Alec’s back.  “I saw those bodies,” he motioned to the grisly evidence of the violence in the palace, “and I knew it couldn’t be you, but I couldn’t imagine what had happened.”
 
   “Let’s start riding home, and I’ll tell you all about it,” Alec replied, and he briefly provided a sketchy summary of some of the events in the palace as they rode out of the city, while glossing over his own role as the impostor who portrayed Salem.
 
   By the time they arrived back at the estate, all the rest of their companions from the trip through the mountains were waiting for them.
 
   “Mother’s really back in control of the palace?” Kane asked triumphantly.  “I should be there with her,” he declared importantly.
 
   “You should be, but not tonight,” Alec told the boy as he walked away from the stables.  “Tonight is cleaning up and organizing; tomorrow will be time enough for you and Jody to return to the palace.  I’ll take you there in the morning myself,” he promised.
 
   “You look tired, my lord,” Alfred said.
 
   “I feel tired, my friend,” Alec answered.  “I’ll bid my good nights, even though the sun is barely set.”  He waved to the group and trooped off to his room, where he pulled off his boots and lay back on the mattress.  With his eyes closed he easily drifted into a state of half sleep, until he felt a growing sense of complacency as Andi drew nearer, then he felt the bed shake, and he knew Andi was coming to bed to sleep with him.
 
   “I feel like a dog that just keeps following its master around,” she complained, her hand gently stroking the back of his head.  “I have to stay near you, even when I don’t want to.”  He sensed the multiple meanings of her words.  She felt, and now he realized they both felt, a sense of unity when the two of them were together.  She also felt passion for him, a passion that predated their merging of souls.  And she wanted to consummate that passion, while he struggled.  Alec, at least a small part of him, a part that he could feel diminishing, was still holding himself back from acting on that same passion.  The passion was not just the physical element, the coupling, but it was the longing to feel that they were reunited, attempting to recreate the wholeness they had experienced when they were two souls in a single body.  He could feel his passion growing; he knew more about her now, obviously more, much more, and he considered her as a person, not just a caricature as a person, a Black Crag guard.  And yet, so confusingly, he still saw her as too young for him to begin a physical relationship with, as though that made any sense at this point.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here,” he murmured, reaching to hold her hand, and he fell into a sound sleep, feeling whole and complete, a comfort that lasted throughout the night.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21 – Andi Saves Kane
 
    
 
   When Alec awoke, Andi was already gone from the bed.  He left the bedroom in search of her, and found her in the kitchen, eating a warm pastry.
 
   “Who were we dreaming about last night, that boy, Evin?” Alec asked.
 
   “He would have been my husband if I had stayed in my village,” Andi answered evenly.
 
   “You seem to have liked him.  Why didn’t you marry him?” Alec followed up.
 
   “Evin was the best-looking boy in our little village – Riberte, and he knew it.  He cared for me, but he liked a lot of other girls too.  He was seeing other girls even while we were supposed to be engaged,” Andi answered.  “He wasn’t like you, who only gets married once every hundred years.
 
   “So I left the village one night and ran away to Black Crag.  I took the money that was supposed to be my dowry, and now here I am, as far away from Evin and Riberte as possible,” she finished her story and popped the last bite of the pastry in her mouth. 
 
   “I think you’re wrong,” Alec told her.  She looked at him with interest.  “I think you’re going to get at least a little further from your past before this journey is over.  I don’t know how far the trip to set Kriste free will take me, but that’s how far I’m going to go, and I want you to go with me.  We both feel this need to be with one another and I have a sense that it is something that’s not going to go away easily.
 
   “I’m going to go start talking to the others, to let them know I’m leaving, and unless you tell me otherwise, I’ll tell them you are traveling with me,” he looked at her with one raised eyebrows.
 
   “Of course, Alec,” she reached for another pastry.  “I’ll go saddle horses for us, and then meet everyone in the common room.”
 
   “Saddle four horses,” Alec said.  “We’ll take Kane and Jody to the palace with us.”
 
   “Of course,” the girl answered as she stood, the pastry in her hand.  And before you talk to anyone, I’d advise you take a bath!  We may not have another opportunity for a while, and you definitely need one!
 
   Thanks, Alec said drily.
 
   You know, he said suddenly, compelled to want to leave no misunderstanding between them, I do think you are attractive; I thought that the whole time we were traveling.  I am struggling, struggling mightily, with what this relationship is doing.   I don’t know how long I can resist the temptation you create, Andi.  And I want you to know that I had no idea this would result, this shared awareness, whatever it is, when I brought you within me – I just wanted to save your life. I didn’t ever intend to seduce you.
 
   Andi’s eyes teared up.  I know.  I know.  I know it all.  I’d know most of that about you even if I didn’t feel your spirit, she told him.  And now that I know more about you, I’m not sure that it would be good for me, or you.  I’ll try not to make you feel uncomfortable, but I may still, she paused, I don’t know.  She turned and walked away hurriedly.
 
   Alec felt his own eyes grow moist, whether from his own sadness or from Andi’s he couldn’t tell.   They were treading on uncertain ground, and neither of them knew exactly where they were going.  He left the kitchen and went to take a quick, cold, but thorough bath, recollecting the days when he had had the luxury of hot water for baths.  In an estate like the one he was in, he was sure there was hot water available, but he didn’t want to waste time hunting down the servants and troubling them.
 
   Afterwards he knocked on doors and rounded up all his traveling companions, telling them to meet in the common room they shared, and telling Kane and Jody to prepare to return to the palace.
 
   Alec went to the room and waited by the door, then Andi walked into the room and took a seat at the opposite end.  Slowly, the others entered the room in ones and twos, and soon they all were gathered together.
 
   “Today, Andi and I are going to escort Kane and Jody back to the palace of Woven, where they will rejoin their mother and prepare to rule the city once again,” Alec began, followed by grins from the youths as the others heartily cheered.  He also told Alfred about the girl, Kate, who he asked Alfred to hire as a seamstress and move into a safe home with her sister.
 
   “After we make sure they are safe and reunited with Lady Salem, we are going to leave the city and carry out the pursuit of those who have taken Kriste, Jarel’s sister,” Alec announced, looking directly at Jarel.
 
   The boy began to protest, but Alec held up his hand to forestall the comments.  “The two of us will travel faster alone, and this is now a simple race.
 
   “Through our abilities, we will be able to remain in communication until we get too far away, so we will let you know of our success,” he promised.  “We could find Kriste soon, if we are fortunate.  The ingenairii we are chasing seem to leave easy clues to where they are going, and they clearly do not expect to be effectively pursued.”
 
   “I understand that three or four would be slower than two travelers Lord Alec,” Jasel said, “but I do not know why you are taking Andi instead of me.”
 
   Alec looked across the room at Andi, then back at Jasel.  “I have to take her.  I do not think I could stand to be apart from her,” he said, knowing his words were open to misinterpretation, but hoping the implied reason was one that Jasel could accept.
 
   Stacha gently placed her hand on Jasel’s shoulder with a slight smile.  “I’m sure he understands that, my lord,” the young widow said.
 
   “Alec, we didn’t realize this parting would come so quickly,” Bauer said.
 
   “Neither did I,” Alec answered.  “But I know that you all will be well taken care of here in Woven.  Stacha and Alfred have made arrangements for purchase of a home that will let them start their business as well as provide a home for all of you, and you have good friends within the palace now,” he gestured to Kane and Jody.
 
   “We want to see you all come to the palace, often,” Kane asserted, looking at Hope momentarily, before his eyes moved elsewhere.
 
   “I hope that Andi and I will return soon, with a new companion, so that we all can celebrate together in the palace,” Alec commented.
 
   “We had a long and tough journey together, and we lost some good companions along the way,” Alec told them.  “But we made it through, and none of you complained.  You have been the best team of travelers I could have asked for.”
 
   “None of us would be alive today if not for you, my lord,” Alfred said.  “And we are all better people for having known you.  I wish you and your lovely friend good luck and early success in your next journey.  I think I speak for us all when I say that I hope we will see you again very soon.”
 
   Everyone in the room stood, and gathered around Alec and Andi, shaking hands and hugging, making promises for several minutes, until they all began to move towards the stableyard and the horses that waited there.
 
   They all climbed on their horses except for Alec, who stood and hugged both Hope and Bauer for a long time.  You’ve come a long way from Warm Springs, Hope, Alec spoke among them.  I want you to be safe and find happiness among the mortals, and learn the lessons you need to learn.
 
   You speak as if you think we’ll never meet again, Hope answered.
 
   Sometimes reunions are long delayed, aren’t they Bauer? Alec told her.
 
   But they are all the sweeter when they happen, my friend, the former sorcerer agreed.
 
   It may be a long time; it may be here, or Warm Springs, or someplace else, Alec told them both, but I look forward to when we do meet again.  And as a word of advice, next time you travel through the mountains, travel in the summer!
 
   They all burst into laughter, then Alec climbed into his saddle, and the four of them left the estate, and began the ride across the country lanes that led towards the city.
 
   You do not think you will see them again, do you? Andi asked.
 
   I do not know, my friend, Alec answered introspectively.  I once was young, about your age, and was the king of my nation, when I had to go on a trip to try to save the ingenairii from a disease.  I became trapped in a battle with a demon, and the fight lasted fifty years.  When I came home after the fight, my friends were almost all gone, my nation was at war, my society was crippled, and I… he stopped the story, saddened by the memories.
 
   “Why are you crying Andi?” Jody asked, seeing tears running down the guard’s cheek.
 
   Andi brushed the tears away and smiled at the young princess.  “I was just thinking about a sad story, which was silly of me.”  She looked over at Alec.  “Today you are going home to a palace!  Today is a happy day for all of us.”
 
   “Yes it is,” Alec agreed, as they entered the portion of the road that had buildings on either side, a sign of their nearness to the city.
 
   Minutes later they rode through the open gates of the city wall and entered the city, and just moments after that, Kane was recognized by people on the street.  “The Dauphin!  The Dauphin returns to the city!” the cry of recognition went up, using the title of the heir to the throne.
 
   The voices carried the welcome ahead of them, and the street began to grow crowded with legions of citizens welcoming Kane and Jody back to the city.  Their progress slowed as they got closer to the palace, but at last they turned a corner and saw the main gates in the palace wall just a short distance away.
 
   The crowd grew even more tightly packed, and the horses carrying the travelers began to become separated by people standing in the streets.  Alec forced his horse through the crowd to get close to Jody’s side, and grabbed her reins, then lifted the girl out of her saddle and into his own, placing her in front of himself.
 
   “The people are happy to see your family back, aren’t they?” he said cheerily to the youngster.
 
   Before she could reply Alec heard the twang of a bow, and realized with horror that there was an arrow streaking towards Kane, who was several yards away from Alec, a mob between them preventing him from getting to the boy.
 
   Alec saw a sudden blur, and Andi leapt with extraordinary agility, leaving her saddle in one fluid motion as she flung her body with superhuman effort above many people and through the air.  Her hand snatched at the air, and caught the arrow in mid-flight, just three feet in front of Kane’s chest, and then her momentum carried her past him and into the throng below.
 
   There were screams and shouts from the crowd.  Alec felt a sudden sharp pain as he engaged his Air energies and held Jody tightly, while he created air pressure below himself and flew above the crowd to Kane, whose arm he grasped as he passed over him in the air.  Shouts redoubled in volume, as people began to flee in fear and panic, while Alec directed himself and his two charges directly towards the gates of the palace, and landed within the covered shadow of the stony structure.
 
   He whipped out his sword and turned from Air to Warrior energies, scanning the building from which he knew the arrow must have been launched, but there was no one visible on the roof or at any of the windows.  He turned and inspected the guards who stood dumbfounded at the gate.  “Who do you serve?” he asked, pressing the two children back against a wall, and placing himself in front of them.
 
   “We serve her ladyship, the Marchioness Salem,” the astonished guards.
 
   “Call Major Bray or General Filpon to the gate,” Alec ordered.  “I have the Lady Salem’s children here, and I will deliver them only to one of those two men.
 
   “Go!” he shouted.  “Go now!”
 
   There were six men there, and after a significant exchange of looks, one of them took off running into the palace grounds.
 
   Alec’s eyes scanned constantly, looking across the whole of the crowd and the gate, looking for any sign of further trouble.  Andi?  Andi, do you hear me? he broadcast his question, seeking to find the Black Crag guard.
 
   There was no answer, although he could sense that his partner was nearby.  “Are both of you okay?” he turned to ask the two frightened children.
 
   Both nodded their heads.  “You saw what Andi did?” he asked, and they nodded again.  “She saved your life,” he told Kane.
 
   “I know,” the boy said in a voice that was small.  “I didn’t even know what was happening until it was over.”
 
   “Andi is out there right now, and I’m worried about her,” Alec said.  “But I want to protect you two as well.
 
   “So I am going to put up a wall of air right here in front of you.  Nothing will get in to hurt you,” he explained.
 
   “How can air protect us?” Jody asked.
 
   In response, Alec grasped his Spiritual power, and then his Air powers, and erected the protective field of dense Air he intended.
 
   “Try to reach my hand,” he told Jody, holding his hand up.  The girl stretched her hand towards his, then abruptly stopped it a foot short of his fingers.
 
   “You’re safe here.  I’ll go find Andi and keep her safe, and we’ll be back.  You’ll be safe here in the meantime, I promise,” he said, then glanced at the waiting guards, and jogged away from the gate, infiltrating the meandering members of the crowd.
 
   He headed towards the direction where he had seen Andi drop into the crowd.  The four horses were wandering nearby, separating from one another and spreading out in response to the people who pushed and bumped against them.
 
   Andi?  Andi? He called again, feeling her presence, but receiving no answer.
 
   He spent precious minutes forcing his way into the crowd, drawing angry looks that he ignored, and reached the spot where he thought Andi should lie.  The crowd was thinning, though still packed tightly enough to block easy passage.  Andi was nowhere to be seen.  He stood still and closed his eyes, and tried to focus on the girl.   She was off to his left, he sensed.  He opened his eyes and began pushing in that direction, looking ahead at the people he could see, looking for anyone who might be carrying an unconscious girl, but seeing no signs.
 
   He kept his shoulder down and reached the sidewalk, then closed his eyes and concentrated again.  She was very close, close enough he should be able to see her easily.
 
   Andi, I don’t want to lose you.  Andi, where are you? he called, but still heard no response.
 
   She could be no more than thirty feet distance, he judged, meaning she had to be in the building just to his right.  He drew his sword and moved to the door, then kicked it in and stormed into the room, his head swerving wildly, his sword swinging through the air around him, until his eyes locked on Andi, lying unconscious on a pallet, a woman and two men standing over her, applying wet compresses to her head gently.
 
   The woman screamed, and the men looked at Alec in wide-eyed horror.
 
   “Is she alright?  What did you do to her?” Alec asked, stepping cautiously towards them.
 
   “We found her on the ground and brought her here to care for her,” one of the men replied.
 
   With a sigh of relief, Alec released his hold in his Warrior powers, then swung his sword back into his scabbard, and approached the pallet.
 
   “Let me see her,” he spoke peremptorily, and the woman scrambled away, into the arms of one of the men, as they all backed away.
 
   Alec knelt beside her, and gently raised her right arm, and rolled the sleeve up.  A vivid, sparkling sword, a mark of a Warrior ingenaire, flashed above her wrist.
 
   Alec placed her arm on her stomach, then slipped his arms beneath her back and raised her to a sitting position, and hugged her tightly.  “Oh you dear girl, what an adventure you are in for,” he said softly, aloud.
 
   “Will she be okay?” one of the men asked.
 
   Alec turned his head to look at the three people over his shoulder.  “She is going to have a headache and feel woozy for a few days, and then she will feel better,” he replied.  He knew that the malady she suffered, the shock to her system of spontaneously exercising her ingenaire talents for the first time, was something he could not heal with his energies.  It was an adaptation her body had to achieve on its own.
 
   He laid her back down, then stood and approached the folks who had taken her in off the street.  “Thank you for your kindness to her,” he said, and he held his hand out to shake their hands, injecting a stream of healer energy into each of them, and leaving them all with looks of astonishment.
 
   “I’ll take her from here,” he said, and he lifted her off the pallet, on a soft bed of air, raising her to his chest level and then causing her to float along behind him as he left the apartment and entered the street.
 
   Outside a crowd continued to mill about, energized by the strange happenings, but an aisle appeared before Alec as he blew a wedge of air before him, clearing a path for him to pull Andi’s floating, unconscious body along behind him towards the gate of the palace.
 
   In less than a minute he was back at the gate, where Bray, Filpon, and Salem all stood in a half-circle around Kane and Jody.
 
   Alec, is the girl safe?” Salem asked.  She stepped around Bray to stand next to Alec, and looked at Andi.  “Kane told us that she saved his life.”
 
   “We have guards out now going through the buildings looking for the archer,” Filpon added.
 
   “She is going to be okay,” Alec answered.  “Her body went through a shock when she caught the arrow, but she is recuperating.   She just needs to rest for a few days.  I’ll take care of her as we travel,” he said.
 
   “Can we come out please?” Jody spoke up.
 
   Alec smiled and released the wall of air that protected the children, allowing them both to rush to their mother who hugged them intensely.  As she did, a roar of approval went up from those in the crowd nearby who witnessed it.
 
   “Shall we enter the palace grounds?” Bray suggested.
 
   “Would you sent some guards out to collect our horses for us?” Alec asked, and Filpon motioned to a pair of guards, who left their post to enter the crowd.
 
   Inside the gate, Salem held onto the hands of her children tightly, despite Kane’s evident desire to stop the grasp.  “We’ll go into the Yellow Room,” she declared.
 
   “We have supplies and maps for you,” Filpon said as they entered the room.
 
   “Or you can stay here for as long as you think Andi needs to recover,” Salem added.
 
   “Thank you, my lady, but we must move on.  She’ll be uncomfortable whether she stays here or travels on the road, so I will take her on the road with me and give her my best attentions,” Alec quickly replied.
 
   “I’m sure you will,” Salem murmured.
 
   “If you must go,” Bray unrolled a map, “then we suggest that you follow this road,” he traced a southwesterly route out of the city, “and go to Yangchoo, then perhaps go west to Exbury.”
 
   “They’re both part of the Five Cities,” Kane announced.
 
   “They are,” Bray agreed.  “The ingenairii you pursue were alleged to claim that they were going to Erechta, then Yangchoo, and then Exbury,” his finger traced the route on the road.
 
   “You can cut the distance you travel by going directly to Yangchoo,” Bray illustrated again.  “You may catch up to them there, or you may have to pursue them over to Exbury.”
 
   “Here are supplies,” Filpon motioned for a pair of guards to bring stuffed saddlebags that appeared to be bursting at the seams.
 
   “And here Alec, are some good Twenty Cities coins, money that you will be able to freely spend as you need on the road, a small repayment for your heroic efforts on our behalf,” Salem told him.
 
   Alec lifted the saddle bags to the invisible platform on which Andi floated, then placed the bag of money in his pocket.  He shook hands with Bray and Filpon, then hugged Jody and Kane.
 
   He looked at Salem, and she gave him a slight nod, so that he stepped forward to her and embraced her in a tight embrace as well.  Best wishes my lady.  I admire you greatly.  Your family and city are fortunate to have someone like you, he spoke to her.
 
   “And we were more than fortunate to meet you.  It was fate’s plan, clearly,” she answered.
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22 – The Roads among the Twenty Cities
 
    
 
   Alec walked his horses out the back gate of the palace, where no crowds inhibited his progress.  He swung around through the city and then went in a southwesterly direction.  Already it was nearing noon, and he was behind his planned schedule, but that was something he could do nothing about.  He looked back at the two riderless horses behind him, one wearing an empty saddle and the other carrying their supplies.  Andi floated calmly along above her horse, still unconscious, as Alec provided her with the smoothest transportation he could provide, allowing her to rest as her body adopted to the shock of exercising ingenaire powers.
 
   She had done it spontaneously, and Alec was astonished at that.  He could readily accept the idea that she might pick up ingenaire abilities after their bodies had shared blood, especially after their spirits had united as well.  But she had received no guidance or training or preparation from him; he hadn’t foreseen such a thing coming, so soon, from Andi.  He looked forward to the time when she awoke, and grew comfortable enough to talk.  He had many questions he wanted to ask, so that he could consider what training she would need from him.
 
   He was deeply touched by the powers she had, and the mark her arm displayed.  In two marriages, with many children, he had never fathered an ingenaire.   His offspring had been wonderful people, but none of them had been given powers, something he thought was due to their birth outside of the Dominion.  Caitlen had gained weak powers from him, but would not have been able to exercise them without his guidance and training.  Now he had someone who was an ingenaire for the first time, and she was his creation in a sense – she had his blood, his memories even, and a part of his soul.
 
   If she needed training, he would engage in all the practices he remembered from his training centuries before at Rubicon’s house.  As they rode through the city he daydreamed of the activities and exercises he would instruct her in.
 
   They were drawing attention he realized, attention to the point that Alec enveloped Andi’s floating cloud in light-reflecting bubble, making her invisible, and leaving him to appear as a lonely traveler in the eyes of those they passed.
 
   He heard a mental moan from Andi, and immediately send calming, soothing thoughts to her, telling her to rest.   She quieted, and he led her on, through the noon hour in town, and then all afternoon through a prosperous countryside where every field was cultivated, tended by farmers who lived in tidy houses.  An occasional manor house appeared, scattered among the estates, similar to the home of Salem’s friend, who had provided the temporary refuge for the mountain travelers.  Carts drawn by mules, and men and woman walking along the road were constant features, people who paid little attention to the sight of Alec leading his horses on the main highway between two of the Twenty Cities.
 
   Gray clouds drifted overhead in the middle of the afternoon, and then scattered showers began to fall, and soon fell steadily.  Alec lifted an umbrella of air above himself and Andi and their pack horse, keeping them dry and drawing stares from those who traveled in the opposite direction.  As he continued on, he caught up with a grandfather and his granddaughter, walking in the rain and the mud on the side of the road.  The girl was only four, and plainly the pair were miserable in the conditions.
 
   “Would you like to ride my horse?  I’ve got an extra,” Alec called ahead when he was just a few yards behind the walking pair.  “We’re heading in the same direction anyway,” he added.
 
   The two stopped and looked, and within moments, Alec’s protective shield reached them, cutting off the steady drizzle of rain that soaked them.
 
   “What manner of lord are you?” the grandfather asked.  “None of the Five Cities boasts such powers as to stop the rain.”
 
   Alec dismounted from his horse out of courtesy, to speak to the pair in the ground.  “I’m from none of the Five Cities,” Alec answered.  “I’m from a land far away.
 
   “But this horse is right here, and has an empty saddle.  Climb up and ride as far as you want,” Alec told the traveler.
 
   “Grandda, let’s ride the horse!” the girl said excitedly, pulling at the edge of his wet coat.
 
   “You’ll do no harm to the animal, and I’d welcome the company,” Alec encouraged the man.  The grandfather was neither elderly nor frail, but a day-long walk had clearly worn him out.  “I need someone to tell me about the cities I’m traveling to, so you’d be doing me a favor.”
 
   The man looked at Alec, and his expression changed from skepticism to gratitude.  “You climb up first, then I’ll hand the little one up to you,” Alec convinced him.
 
   “Thank you, sir.  Whatever land you come from, it must overflow with courtesy if great lords such as yourself are so kind to strangers on the road,” the grandfather replied, and carefully hoisted himself up into the saddle, then looked down at the girl who danced and squealed with glee.
 
   Alec lifted the girl, then swung her over to the horse’s face.  “This horse is Profile,” Alec told the girl.  “Why don’t you pet her head and tell her your name, so she knows who’s on her back.”
 
   The girl’s eyes were shining, and she shivered with eagerness in Alec’s arms as she carefully raised a hand and cautiously laid it lightly on top of the gentle mare’s forehead, stroking an inch or two of the furry coat.
 
   “My name is Reena, and that’s my grandda.  Thank you Profile,” the girl said, then Alec stepped back and swung her high to land her in the saddle in front of her grandfather.
 
   “I’ve had daughters,” Alec told the man as they started in motion, once he settled in his own saddle.  “There’s nothing in the world like a girl and her horse; they get to be the best friends in the world.  And there’s a certain age at which I rather they be friends with horses than with boys,” he smiled.
 
   “You don’t look old enough to have a daughter who’s interested in boys,” Alec’s companion said.
 
   “Looks can be deceiving,” Alec replied.  “My name is Alec,” he introduced himself.
 
   “My name is Pierre,” the man replied.  “And as she told our horse, my granddaughter is Reena.”
 
   My head hurts, Alec heard Andi’s spirit moan.
 
   Just rest dear.  It will hurt, and there is nothing either of us can do for it.  Sleep again and rest, he soothed her.  You did so very well today.  I am proud of you, he praised her.
 
   “Pierre, we are going to Yangchoo today,” Alec said aloud.  “You’re welcome to come as far as you need atop Profile.”
 
   “Thank you Alec,” Pierre replied.  “Yangchoo’s a good ride off still.  I didn’t expect to reach the city today, but then I was walking in the mud.”
 
   “Can we reach it tonight, since you’re riding a horse?” Alec asked.
 
   “We might at that,” Pierre pondered the possibility.  “We certainly won’t have any trouble finding the direction the road there lies after dark, rain or not.”
 
   “Why is that?” Alec asked.
 
   “Doesn’t he know?”  Reena piped up.  “Yangchoo glows!  The Old Ones of the city make lanterns and lights and flares light up all over the city.  The streets are like daylight; isn’t that right, Grandda?”
 
   “The girl knows her cities,” Pierre affectionately patted her head.  “What do you know about the cities?”
 
   “I come from the other side of the mountains,” Alec explained.  “I’ve heard of the Twenty Cities.  On the journey here I was told there were five special cities that had something special about them.  But that’s about all I recollect,” he admitted.
 
   “The legends say that great people came out of the mountains a long time ago, before there were many people at all in the land of the Twenty Cities, before we had the cities at all,” Pierre explained.  “These great people had powers that let them do extraordinary things, like hold the rain away,” he raised his hand towards the sky.
 
   “Many of the great ones moved on.  They continued to travel west, and were lost to our history.  But five of their tribes left substantial settlements here, each one a colony of people who all had the same special talent, and who were tired of moving,” Pierre continued his story.
 
   “They settled among the people who were already here, simple people, and they developed a relationship.  The Old Ones offered their talents to help the city and the area around, and the people took care of them.  Their cities became glamorous and beautiful, and in some cases productive as well.  They grew faster than the other cities in the region, and people started to move to them.  And over the thousands of years, they have always had Old Ones, who have held up their covenant, and provided the great things that make the Five Cities the most splendid places in the world to live,” Pierre finished his story.  “There are so many people now and so much traffic and trade that other cities grew from the overflow of the wealth of the Five, and we ended up with the Twenty we all know today.”
 
   “So the city we’re going to tonight, Yangchoo, has a class of rulers who have the power to make light?” Alec asked.
 
   “Yes.  Although they are not necessarily the rulers of the city, nor do the Old Ones rule any of the Five.  There are princes and republics and patriarchs and dukes who rule the cities, but the Old Ones live in their great houses, and they work their magics, and if they wanted something to happen, the rulers or the people of the city would make it so, be sure,” Pierre replied.
 
   “I may go on from Yangchoo to Exbury,” Alec drew out Pierre.  “Is it one of the Five as well?”
 
   “That’s where we’re going!  That’s where papa lives,” Reena exclaimed.
 
   “Are you going to go see your papa?” Alec asked the girl with a smile.
 
   “Yes!” she answered emphatically.  “And then I’ll live with him in a big house.  But then I won’t live with grandda anymore, and that makes me sad.”
 
   “We are going on to Exbury,” Pierre confirmed.  “My son has gotten a very good job there, and he’s sent for Reena to come live with him now.  He’s taking my treasure away,” the old man said gently with a smile at his granddaughter.  “But it will be good for her to grow up and live with her father.  And I hope she’ll invite me to come visit her in her new house.”
 
   “Yes, grandda, I will.  Maybe I can have a horse there like Profile, and we can go riding,” she returned the smile, and Pierre gave her a gently poke in her ribs that made her giggle and squirm.
 
   You love little girls, don’t you? Andi asked.  You’ve had children.
 
   I do, Alec agreed.  Reena reminds me of Valera, my first daughter with Jeswyne.  Are we disturbing you with our conversation?
 
   No, it’s soothing.  Your spirit is gentle because of the little girl, and it makes me feel better, Andi told him.  Can you tell me what happened to me?  I remember something, but I don’t know what.
 
   We were taking Kane and Jody through the crowd to the palace, and an assassin shot an arrow at Kane, Alec told her.  You jumped from your saddle and grabbed the arrow in midair, then fell to the ground and passed out.
 
   I remember! Andi said.
 
   And you felt a burning pain on your forearm momentarily when you did that; I felt it from you, Alec told her.  That was your ingenaire mark emblazing itself on your skin; look at the inside of your right forearm.
 
   Oh!  It’s beautiful, she gasped.  I really caught a flying arrow!
 
   Yes, Alec agreed.  And then you passed out.   That’s part of the reaction to using your powers for the first time, especially when you haven’t had the training.   That’s what your body is reacting to now; you’re weak, and have a headache.
 
   Oh Alec, how long will this last? Andi asked.
 
   You’ll feel the pain for a day or two, and then you’ll feel better, Alec explained.
 
   And I’ll be able to fight the way you do? Andi asked gleefully.
 
   With training, Alec agreed.  But not against me, he added with mock sternness, drawing a snort.  I went through a long training process when I first gained my powers, he explained.  I will help you learn, he told her making her groan.  
 
   Training with you as my teacher? she asked mournfully.
 
   Alec smiled at her reaction.  I think that the way you call upon my memories and talents will make training you relatively easy.  It actually seems very unfair when I think about all that I had to go through!
 
   Andi laughed aloud, and both Pierre and Reena looked above their heads, startled by the noise.  “Where did that come from?” Pierre asked.
 
   Alec shook his head with a smile, concluding there was no reason to keep Andi’s presence a secret.  “I have a friend who’s been traveling with us.  Her name is Andi, and she’s been resting.  She just laughed aloud.”
 
   “You have an invisible friend?” Reena asked.
 
   “She’s not always invisible,” Alec explained.  “She was hurt this morning and needed to rest, so I let her lie down while we traveled, and I thought some people would think it a strange sight if they saw a woman asleep in the air behind me.  Would your grandda have let you ride on Profile if he knew I had a strange sleeping woman floating after me?  She’s chasing me, you know,” he teased.
 
   “Hey!” Andi protested, “I can hear you, you know.  I am not strange, and I am not chasing you, exactly,” she asserted.
 
   “May we see this marvelous angelic voice that floats on the air?” Pierre asked.
 
   Alec shrugged.  “Do you want to see her Reena?  I don’t want you to be scared,” he said to the girl in a mock whisper.  “Are you afraid of warts and scars?  Have you ever seen someone before with three eyes and snakes for hair?”
 
   I’m going to punch you in both your eyes if you keep that up!” Andi protested loudly.  “I may not be your Bethany, but I’m not a crone!”
 
   Alec dissolved the shield of invisibility that had kept Andi from the sight of others, and she suddenly blinked into existence above the family pair directly below.  She was lying on her stomach in the midair looking down at her traveling companions.
 
   “She’s beautiful!” Reena exclaimed.  “Like a fairy princess.”
 
   “I would have taken up the offer to ride with you sooner if I had known such an enchanting beauty was part of your party,” Pierre gallantly said.
 
   Andi smirked and stuck her tongue out at Alec.
 
   “You two are very nice to make her feel good,” Alec laughed, drawing a mild oath from Andi.
 
   “When I feel better, I’ll make you feel like a mudworm that’s been trampled by cattle!” she promised.
 
   “Since you’re awake,” Alec said, and he lowered her airy conveyance down to eye level with the others, “why don’t you join us?”
 
   “Would you like to ride over here with me?” Andi asked Reena, patted the air beside her.
 
   “Yes, oh yes, grandda, yes!” Reena was giddy at the prospect.
 
   “She’ll be safe,” Alec assured Pierre, who turned to him with a questioning expression, “but I think I’ll have to make them both invisible then.  We’re causing some confusion for the others on the highway,” he explained, having seen one cart almost go off the road as its driver’s head twisted away from the road ahead to look at the extraordinary scene that passed.
 
   Pierre carefully helped Reena stand in the saddle, and Andi stretched out her arms to accept the girl, who fearlessly stepped towards the pretty fairy princess.  “Sit right here,” Andi instructed, and Reena plopped down.
 
   “Look at me grandda!  I can fly!” the girl was in raptures of delight, her arms spread like bird wings. Flapping madly.
 
   “I’m going to make them invisible now,” Alec repeated his warning to Pierre.  “They’ll still be right there beside you, but you won’t see them, and neither will anyone else.  Then we’ll only look strange because we’re staying dry in the rain, but once it turns dark, others won’t even see that.”
 
   With that the woman and the girl disappeared from view.
 
   “Reena, are you there?” Pierre asked.
 
   “I’m right here grandda,” the little girl’s voice answered.
 
   “So truly extraordinary!” Pierre exclaimed.  “You can manipulate gravity and light.  You’re greater than an Old One.  You’ll be the toast of the town!”
 
   “I’m not seeking fame,” Alec said hastily.  “I just hope to meet someone, and then go on my way.”
 
   “But you don’t know where?” Pierre asked shrewdly.
 
   “Not precisely,” Alec agreed.  “I’ve been told their itinerary, and I hope to intercept them in one of these cities.”
 
   “This is perhaps not a friendly meeting?” Pierre questioned him.
 
   “Perhaps not,” Alec answered shortly.
 
   Good for you, Andi said.  You can keep a secret or two can’t you?  Of course I found that out already, didn’t I?  You don’t have many secrets from me any longer!
 
   Shush, Alec said simply, as he focused on Pierre.
 
   “Let me propose that we travel together to Exbury,” the man suggested.  “We’re traveling in that direction; I’ve appreciated the kind assistance you’ve given us, and the company is very enjoyable.
 
   “Once we arrive at Exbury, my son should be able to help you find these travelers you’re looking for.  Spencer is the seneschal for the prince of Exbury.  He should have access to police reports and similar information, if that will help you.”
 
   Alec considered the offer, tempted by the opportunity to travel fast and have a greater chance to get ahead of the ingenairii kidnappers, and then lie in wait for them to arrive in Exbury.
 
   “Thank you,” Alec said.  “I accept your offer.”
 
   They traveled on, and the sky overhead grew darker as they rode, until only the western horizon remained lit from the red glow of the setting sun.  The rain tapered off and Alec lifted the protection he had provided, then when it grew dim, he released his light powers.
 
   They rode on, and the glow in the west changed from red to a warm yellow.
 
   “Puzzled?  That’s the glow from Yangchoo,” Pierre told Alec.  “The street lights make the city a beacon at night.”
 
   “How long until we get there?” Alec asked.  He stopped and dismounted, then let Andi and Reena float gently to the ground.
 
   “Perhaps another hour,” Pierre estimated.  “With the rain all day there isn’t much traffic clogging up the road.”  Alec rummaged through the packs on the spare horse, and pulled out some travel bread, which he offered around to the others.  A few minutes later they remounted the horses, Andi riding behind Alec, and Reena in front of her grandfather again.
 
   Do you feel okay? Alec asked.
 
   No, Andi admitted, but I feel better when I touch you.
 
   We’ll be in the city soon, and then we can go to bed, Alec assured her.
 
   Normally, I’d be pleased to hear you say that, but tonight, I have a headache, Andi answered, and Alec felt the smile in her weary voice.
 
   I didn’t have any idea that you would become a Warrior, Alec told her.  I’ve never had anyone adopt that power from me before.
 
   Maybe it’s a reflection of something within me, Andi said.
 
   Yeah, your personality, Alec said with a laugh.
 
   Andi burst out laughing aloud.  “Touche!” she said, then poked him in the ribs.
 
   “What are you laughing at?” Reena asked.
 
   “Something Alec said,” Andi answered.
 
   “Can you two talk to each other without speaking?” Pierre asked.
 
   “We can,” Alec admitted.  “We have a very close bond.”
 
   “Are there other things you can do?” Pierre asked.
 
   “Yes,” Alec answered, “but none that we need to talk about.
 
   “What do you know about Yangchoo?  Where should we stay this evening?” Alec asked, the glow of the town growing brighter as they approached.
 
   “For all the good fortune you have shared with us, we can return the favor,” Pierre spoke.  He reached inside his damp coat and pulled out an envelope, then pulled a letter from within.  “This is a pass from my son, providing us with the hospitality of the guildhall in Yangchoo, a courtesy the leaders of the Five Cities provide to each other.  We’ll be able to stay in the guild palace tonight.
 
   “The Old Ones who travel among the Five Cities can stay in such places, if they don’t stay with other families of the Old Ones,” he explained.
 
   Before long they were at the gates of the city, and Pierre’s pass provided immediate passage through the gate and directions to the palace in the center of town.
 
   They rode along the beautiful city boulevards, buildings and trees and features all outlined with dramatic colored lights that kept Alec and Andi looking upward and around at the sights.  We never thought to use Light ingenairii is such an artistic manner in the Dominion.  We used them to light hallways and meeting rooms, he told Andi.
 
   And to sneak into the girl’s rooms invisibly? Andi asked impishly.
 
   That’s what I heard.  I didn’t have that power myself at the time, Alec replied.
 
   “There’s our destination,” Pierre pointed.  Reena clapped in delight, at the palace in the center of a large open circle in the center of town.  The palace had multiple towers, of different heights and designs, and each was lit in a different color or pattern of colors, creating a busy and breathtaking spectacle unlike anything Alec had ever seen.
 
   The circle around the palace was clogged with sightseers, people who had come to Yangchoo just to see the light displays.  The three horses worked slowly across the current of traffic and came to the gate, where Pierre’s letter provided them with entry into the courtyard.
 
   “I’ll tend to the horses, if you’ll go secure rooms for us,” Alec told Pierre.  “Would you like to go and rest in your room, or do you need to wait for me to help you up?” he asked Andi.
 
   “I’ll wait inside for you,” Andi told him, and she walked inside with Pierre and Reena, while Alec helped the stable hand place the horses in their stalls and provide them with oats for a good meal, showing his appreciation for their long day’s work carrying passengers between the cities.
 
   When he finished up he tipped the boy attending the animals, then grabbed the bags and carried them in over his shoulder, down a hall that led to an elegant dining room and a hostess at a desk.  He saw Andi wearily slumped in a wingback chair and went over to her.  “I’ve got our room key,” Andi told him, opening one eye to look at him.
 
   Alec dumped the baggage on the ground next to Andi.  “I’ll be back in a moment,” he promised, then went to the hostess.  “Can you arrange to have a large bathing tub and a supply of hot water sent up to our room?” he asked.
 
   “There’s plumbing in the room, sir,” the girl said sweetly.
 
   She thinks you’re a rube from the country, Andi told him with a laugh.
 
   She’s right, Alec agreed.
 
   “Thank you,” he said simply to the girl, then placed his bags in Andi’s lap and lifted her in his arms, to carry her up the marble staircase.  She closed her eyes, and leaned her head on his shoulder, relaxed and comfortable in his grasp.
 
   “We’re on the third floor,” she told him when they arrived at the top of the long staircase, and smiled with impish sympathy as he groaned.  Alec took the next set of stairs at a slower pace, and followed the directions Andi repeated that she had received from the woman at the desk.
 
   “I told her we wanted privacy,” Andi told Alec when he reached the far end of the hall, at a room that was isolated from most of its neighbors.
 
   He put her down to open the door, then led her in to an elegant suite.  Alec helped Andi to the bed, where she flopped back onto the mattress and sighed in contentment.  Alec let her and went into the wet room, where he turned on hot water and started to fill the large tub.  When he returned to the bedroom he knelt by Andi and pulled her boots off her feet, then her woolen stockings.
 
   “That feels wonderful,” she told him dreamily, but her eyes open in surprise a moment later when she felt him unbuckling her trousers.
 
   “I want to Alec, but I can’t tonight,” she protested.
 
   I’m going to give you a bath and soak you in a hot tub, Alec told her gently.  Regardless of what either of us might want to do, I’ve experienced what you’re going through now, and I know how you feel.
 
   He tugged her pants off, then sat her up and pulled her blouse away, and placed her on a cushion of air that floated her to the tub, and let her slide slowly into the steaming water.
 
   “Lean forward,” Alec told her.
 
   “This is heavenly, my lord,” Andi said, as Alec used a cloth to scrub and massage her neck and back for several minutes, and then he laid her back against the tub and let her slide further down into the water.  The ingenaire mark on her arm seemed alive even when seen through the water, glinting and flashing its colors as the water above it slowly circulated.
 
   They sat together for several minutes, Andi gently sleeping, Alec watching her and contemplating the options the future presented.  He needed to move with speed for the next day or two to get to Exbury and wait for the arrival of the ingenairii.  He needed to figure out how to set Kriste free, and return her to Jasel in Woven.
 
   After that, he could focus on Andi, and her Warrior training.  If their spiritual connection continued, he suspected that the training would be enormously easier and faster than his training had been.  And after that, he didn’t know what to do.
 
   He was intrigued by the notion that there were ingenairii somewhere close enough to reach the Twenty Cities.  Was he within reach of the Dominion, he wondered.  Could he go home?
 
   It wouldn’t really be home for him anymore, he knew, but it appealed to him more than a return to Avonellene appealed, he discovered as he analyzed himself.
 
   A big part of the question was really a question of where would Andi want to go.  If the link between them remained as strong as it currently was, he considered physical separation to be an unlikely fate; the two of them would have to decide together where they went and what they sought.  And that created all kinds of implications.  What if they found that despite all they shared, they weren’t compatible, or disagreed vehemently about something, or everything?  Was there any way to reconcile an irreconcilable difference between two people who perhaps could not go separate ways?
 
   Andi started to snore.  Alec pulled the plug to allow the water in the tub to drain away, then he lifted her with his arms, and carried her back to the bed, not even awakening her as she continued to recover from her ingenaire emergence.  His hands thrilled at the touch of her flesh, and he sighed as he covered her with the blankets, then stood over her and looked down at her for a long time.
 
   He was tired, but he was more hungry than tired, he decided.  After one last look at Andi, he left the room and went back downstairs to sit at a quiet table and eat a simple meal of potatoes and lamb stew, with a glass of water.  He sat next to a window and looked out at the lights along the streets.  The crowds were considerably diminished as the tourists all turned in for the evening, and Alec was lost in thought as he mechanically ate his stew.
 
   “Is your wife alright?” he looked up at the questioner, and saw that it was the hostess.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Alec answered.  “We had a long day and she had a small spill, so she was ready to sleep.”
 
   “It was so sweet to see you carry her up the stairs like that,” the girl commented.  “May I sit and join you?  There won’t be anyone else arrive tonight, and it’s always pleasant to meet new people.”
 
   “How long have you been married?” she asked.
 
   “Well,” Alec shook his head slightly.  “We’re not married yet.”
 
   “Are you Old Ones?  I know they have their own ways about such things, although you don’t exactly seem like Old Ones,” the girl said.  “But they seem to be okay doing those things.”
 
   “No, we’re not Old Ones,” Alec answered, thinking of Andi, and recollecting the feel of her body as he had massaged her body.  “We’re just travelers.  We came from the far side of the mountains far east of Oolitan.”
 
   He looked at the girl’s pretty face, then looked out the window again.
 
   “Will your companion be joining you?” she asked.
 
   Alec looked at her again.  “She’s out.  She had a bath and went to bed.  She may be snoring by the time I get back up there.”  And if she isn’t, I may not be able to resist her, he added to himself.
 
   He glanced out the window again, and saw a group of people riding horses around the palace.  The group was large, probably fifteen or sixteen in size.  There were a pair of men at the front, Alec could see by the brilliant illumination of the city buildings, and a pair in the back, with virtually all women in between, and men as outriders on the flanks, an odd arrangement, he thought.
 
   “If your companion is too tired to drink a bottle of wine with you, I have energy,” the hostess told him boldly.
 
   Alec looked away from the window to search the girl’s face.  And then his head swiveled back to the window, his brain telling him that one of the girls on the horses outside was Kriste.
 
   He stood abruptly.   His energies were low after a full day of exercising his powers during the trip, but the opportunity to rescue the girl had presented itself.  “You stay here,” he told the hostess, then sprang over the table and past her.  He raced out of the building and back to the gate, where the guards still stood on duty.
 
   “May I borrow your sword?” Alec asked one.
 
   “No sir,” the guard gave Alec a puzzled look.
 
   Without further comment Alec ran past the guards and out into the street.  The last of the cavalcade of the ingenairii were riding around a corner, and Alec sprinted in pursuit of them.
 
   He split his energy three ways, so that he could exercise his Warrior energy as well as his Light energy, although all were weakened by the shared abilities and his exhaustion.  Invisibly, he jogged up along the line of girls.  All of them had their heels tied to their stirrups, and their hands tied to their saddles; they were all captives apparently, a number of girls kidnapped by this group for no explicable reason.
 
   He continued until he was near the front; Kriste was directly behind the leader, a complication he would have to deal with.  In addition to the two in front and two in back, there were two who rode up and down the line continually.
 
   He placed his hand upon her leg.  Kriste, don’t say anything, he sent a mental message to her.
 
   “Do you hear something?” one of the guards asked the other in a heavy accent.  He craned his head and looked behind him, looking down each side of the row of captives.  “It sounds like there’s someone walking right next to us.”
 
   The other guard looked backwards, as Alec tried to lighten his step.
 
   Kriste, I am touching your left leg, and my mind is talking to your mind.   This is Alec, the healer from Ridgeclimb.  I’ve come to try to set you free.
 
   If you understand what I’m saying, give one little kick with your leg, he instructed her.
 
   She flicked her ankle momentarily.
 
   Alec? her mind called to him.
 
   I heard you Kriste, he answered.
 
   Help me please.  These men are going to use all of us girls to breed more ingenairii like themselves, she told him.
 
   The notion boggled Alec’s mind; it made no sense.  He set it aside; he needed to set her free first.  I need a knife to cut these ropes.  Is there one on your saddle?
 
   No, they keep all the weapons.  Why can’t I see you? Kriste asked.
 
   I have powers, just as these men have great powers.  One of my abilities is the ability to become invisible, he explained.
 
   Stay invisible Alec, these men are ferocious.  If they find you they will slay you, Kriste warned.
 
   The guard who had heard Alec’s footsteps was still suspicious, and he kept looking backwards.  One of the roving guards was riding up towards the front of the group on Alec’s side, and Alec saw a knife handle sticking out of the man’s belt.
 
   I’m going to try to get a knife, stay calm, and don’t give anything away, he warned.  I’ll be back.
 
   He slipped beside the guard, and paced along next to the man’s horse as the ingenaire rode slowly back towards the rear of the line.  The horse sensed Alec, and was uneasy, skittering sideways from time to time and trying to turn its head to see him.
 
   Cautiously, Alec reached up towards the knife handle, and clasped it between two fingers, tugging gently to free it from the belt scabbard.
 
   They reached the end of the line, and Alec let go of the knife as they turned and began to move back towards the front again.
 
   Alec reached up again, and began to tug on the knife, growing desperate as they approached the front of the line again.  He focused all his attention exclusively on his theft of the knife, and so was caught unaware when they passed through a shallow puddle in the road.
 
   His foot slapped down on the water with a sound different from any of the horses’ hooves.  He instantly pulled his hand away from the knife and skipped high into the air, landing back on dry pavement.
 
   “There, a wet footprint,” Alec heard one of the guards shout out.  Two of them were down on the ground already approaching his location.  He crouched low to the ground and held still.
 
   “I told you I heard someone,” one guard said.
 
   “I didn’t see anything.   I still don’t,” the other voice said.
 
   The two men were within five feet of him, on either side of him.  Each with a sword and a knife, while he remained unarmed.
 
   Alec decided to gamble; he dropped his Light energies, becoming visible to the two Warriors who each moved instantly towards him, swinging weapons.  He grasped his Air energies immediately and projected himself high into the air, drawing shouts from the other ingenairii and their captives alike.
 
   Below him the two Warriors swung their blades at the spot where Alec had been, and sliced each other across the torso, eliciting moans of pain from each as they both fell to one knee.
 
   Alec landed lightly on his feet.  He no longer needed any of his powers but his Warrior energies he concluded, dropping the others and drawing more intensely on his capacity to fight and handle weapons.  He dodged over to one of the horses with an empty saddle and grabbed a knife from the saddle, while another ingenaire slid down off his horse and came to face Alec with a sword drawn.
 
   “Not much of a match is it, a man with a knife against an ingenaire with a sword?” the Warrior asked him.  “Even if you do have some interesting habits.  I wish I had time to take you captive and tie you up here with all these pretty little girls, so we could question you later.  But since you’ve already caused these two blockheads to get hurt, I really don’t have the time or the inclination to do anything but cut you in half,” he shouted the last words and swung his sword in a fast, strong sweep towards Alec.
 
   Alec flexibly bent himself backwards, and rolled in a backflip that gave him the opportunity to slice his knife across the arm of his assailant as the man tried to reverse his cut through empty air.
 
   Several girls cheered, and the man looked astonished.
 
   “Seinie, Kramer, get over here,” he bellowed.
 
   The group had bunched up in the street, and two more Warriors dismounted, coming over to circle around Alec, their swords drawn.
 
   “Girls, kick your horses and go!  Ride for freedom!” Alec shouted.
 
   A second later he didn’t have time to see if any had paid attention to him as two of the ingenairii closed in and swung swords at him.
 
   “Bezel, why do you need back-up to fight a man with a knife?” the third one in the contest asked.
 
   Alec dropped flat on the ground, below the two swords that tried to slice him, then he kicked his foot high and fast, making contact with one ingenaire’s hand and sending his sword twirling up into the air.  He rolled over on his stomach, then rolled forward into the legs of the man who still held his sword, knocking him backwards, and allowing Alec to grab the loose, falling sword in the air as it fell back to the ground.
 
   “Mother in heaven!  What are you?” asked the man who’d just been doubting the need for extra fighters in the match.
 
   Alec looked over and saw that several of the girls had heeded his advice, and were fleeing down the road.  The one ingenaire still on horseback was struggling to corral and keep approximately a dozen still under control.  With a flick of his hand he let his knife fly free, striking the horseman in his shoulder and toppling him from his saddle.
 
   “Let the girls go,” Alec growled, spinning around, holding his sword competently and watching the three Warriors who surrounded him.  “Get on your horses and leave the Twenty Cities and go back to where ever you came from.  Take no more captives – just go.”
 
   “You are an interesting case.  More and more so,” said the man who had spoken earlier, Bezel.  He was fully focused on Alec now, using his Warrior powers fully and with the utmost attention as he engaged Alec in an exchange of sword thrusts and cuts that blurred faster than most people could see.  Alec matched him strike for strike, then went on the offensive.  He’d not faced such a swordsman since he’d fought the Ajacii on the other side of the mountains, and he was tired.  He knew he had to achieve success quickly, before his energies faded.
 
   He felt a sudden pain in his leg and collapsed to one knee, as one of the other Warriors threw a knife that caught him in the hamstring.
 
   Alec swiveled his head, looking for other threats, while keeping Bezel at bay.  “Kramer, you get the other three back up on their horses, and Seinie, you go start rounding up the girls who got away,” Bezel ordered, apparently the leader of the group.
 
   Alec held his sword up, while he released his Warrior energies and grasped his Healer powers, then pulled the knife from his leg and applied enough of his energy to allow him to stand again.  He switched back to Warrior energies, then called out.  “Hey Kramer, don’t forget this!” and let the dagger he had just pulled from his leg fly at the man, narrowly missing the chance to do damage as Kramer bent backwards, warned by Alec’s taunt, so that the knife only sliced the shirt in the front of his chest as it flew by.
 
   “What in the world are you?” Bezel said incredulously, and sprang another fierce attack at Alec.  They moved back and forth across the empty street, and Alec heard the sound of footsteps approaching.  Innocent people were moving into danger he could tell; he needed to stop this before others got hurt.
 
   “Leave now, and I won’t pursue you any further,” Alec told Bezel as they came face to face in their battle.  Bezel pushed away and flicked his sword out, pinking Alec’s chin as he did.  Suddenly four bows fired at once, and three arrows struck Alec, one in the stomach, one in his thigh, and one in his shoulder.  He dropped his sword, and heard a scream, then fell to his knees.
 
   “Let’s round up the girls,” Bezel said.  “He’s a dead man.
 
   “Good bye, dead man.  You were a worthy opponent,” Bezel held his sword in a salute, then leapt into his saddle and rode off with the others, in pursuit of the girls Alec had tried to set free.
 
   Alec closed his eyes, and toppled backwards.  He could taste blood in his mouth already.
 
   He felt something, something trying to urge him to live.
 
   Don’t you die on me now!  You owe me a night, he heard Andi say in his mind.
 
   There were hands on his body, and a number of voices around him.  He opened his eyes momentarily and saw Andi kneeling above him, wearing only a sheet from their bed, and next to her was the hostess from the restaurant.  Two guards from the guest palace gate were with them as well.
 
   “He’s already a dead man, miss, look at him,” one of the guards said.
 
   Give me your hand, Alec spoke to Andi, and he felt her fingers grasp his.
 
   Pull the arrow out of my stomach, he told her.  
 
   He screamed as she did, then heard her say, Oh heavens Alec, there’s so much blood.
 
   “What did you do?” the hostess screamed.
 
   Place your free hand on my stomach, Alec told Andi, holding tightly to the hand she had given him.
 
   Oh Alec, it’s so much pain, Andi began to cry.
 
   Alec reached inside himself, and he reached within Andi as well, then drew all the healing energy he could find, and released it through Andi into his stomach, stopping the flow of blood, healing the ripped and torn organs, and repairing the muscle and skin the arrow had pierced.
 
   He had done enough to stay alive, he knew, or maybe Andi knew.  He relaxed the grip he had on her hand, then passed out.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23 – Recovery for Alec
 
    
 
   Alec felt Andi stir in the bed beside him.
 
   Rest, Alec, rest, she lazily told him.
 
   His body hurt.  His shoulder hurt and his thigh hurt.  His chin hurt.  He felt a general malaise throughout his body and a headache as well.
 
   He didn’t even open his eyes, as he raised his left hand and laid in on his right shoulder, then released a thin stream of Healing energy.  He transferred his hand to his thigh, and healed it as well, then pinched his chin and removed the injury there.
 
   He sighed in relief, then opened his eyes.  He was lying in the bed on the third floor of the palace in Yangchoo.  He turned his head and saw Andi lying next to him, looking haggard and worn, her eyes open and watching him carefully.
 
   He reached out and placed his hand on her head, examining her with his Healer vision.  She was recovering from the shock of receiving her mark, but her body was now suffering from his demanding use of her powers.  Alec released a gentle stream of energy into her, taking away as much pain as he could.  He finished, and removed his hand from her.
 
   She continued to stare at him, then moved her body closer, resting it against his and placed her arms up over his chest, as she snuggled her head down onto his shoulder.  “I feel much better, thank you,” she said softly.
 
   Alec embraced her, and closed his eyes, falling into a state of half-sleep again.
 
   He woke again an hour later, and Andi was in the bathroom humming a tune.
 
   You should take a bath, my lord, she told him.
 
   He slowly sat up in bed, and padded into the bathroom with her, starting the water flowing into the tub.
 
   “This is marvelously convenient,” he said as he stared, mesmerized by the water.
 
   He sank down into the water and closed his eyes.
 
   Several minutes later he raised up and scrubbed himself clean, then got out of the tub and pulled on clothes.  Andi was sitting in a padded chair, looking out the window at the daylight scene in the streets below.
 
   “How do you feel?” he asked her.
 
   “It’s nice of you to ask that, when I know you really want to know about everything else that’s been happening,” she replied with a smile.
 
   “I feel better than I’ve felt since we arrived here.  You healing yourself made me feel quite a bit better, and the healing energy you gave me in bed took away almost my entire headache.  But I’m hungry now, and it’s past lunch time,” she told him.
 
   “Shall we go downstairs and get something to eat?” Alec suggested.
 
   “We should.  There’s a lot of news you’ll want to catch up on,” Andi rose gracefully from the chair, and together they went downstairs.
 
   “Your little friend works the night shift, as I imagine you’ve figured out,” Andi took a dig as they walked past a man at the desk and sat at a table in the dining room.
 
   “How long have I been resting?” Alec asked.
 
   “About a day and a half,” Andi replied.  “Do you want me to tell you everything, or do you want me to answer your questions piecemeal?” 
 
   A waiter brought them two plates of cold chicken, and they began to eat as they talked.
 
   “I think you should tell me everything,” Alec answered.
 
   “Your adventure the other night began when you left me resting in bed,” Andi began.
 
   “Snoring I think,” Alec added.
 
   “Then you came down here and started flirting with the hostess,” she went on.
 
   “I did not flirt with her,” Alec interjected.
 
   “I know what my body was telling me about the way your body was reacting while I was trying to sleep,” Andi replied.
 
   “Then your heart rate and anxiety jumped through the roof, and literally made me sit up in bed,” she added.
 
   “Grenda, your friend, said you shot out of the dining room, and told her to stay there.  I felt the adrenaline flowing through you, so I jumped out of bed and came downstairs a couple of minutes later.  I asked the girl what had happened, and she told me at least part of it, so I told her to follow me, and we went out to the gate.
 
   “The guards,” she continued, “told which way you had headed.  I could feel that you were in a fight by that time, so I recruited them to come with us, and we just headed where I could feel you.  We passed a couple of girls on horses who were riding pell mell, and we got to the scene of your loss in time to see you turn into a pincushion for arrows as those ingenairii took off.
 
   “After that we carried you back here, and I’ve been tending you ever since, and checking with the surgeon who our hosts sent to cut your other arrows out.  The authorities would like to talk to you of course, immediately, and there are a couple of girls who escaped from the ingenairii who you should talk to,” Andi counted off on her fingers.  “And Grenda will be here this afternoon.”
 
   I was thinking of you, Alec told her silently as the waiter brought another plate of chicken; Alec looked down and saw that there were only bones on his plate.  I was thinking of the naked skin on the back of your neck, and the feel of your flesh as I massaged your back.  I remembered the way your pants slid along your long, slender legs when I undressed you.
 
   He saw Andi blush.  Stop it! She told him.  I have to concentrate; now you’ve got me distracted.  She reached her leg beneath the table and began to run her toes gently up and down his calf.
 
   Alec took a deep breath.  “Tell me about the authorities.  What do they know and what do they want?”
 
   “Your ingenairii playmates apparently ran wild through the city all day yesterday rounding up most of their lost captives, and getting medical care for the wounds you inflicted on them.  They only left the city last night, and the local gendarmes weren’t able to lay a hand on them,” she explained.
 
   “We’re less than a day behind them?” he asked, his hope rising.
 
   “There’s good news and bad news here,” Andi said.  “Despite your healing, I don’t think you’re ready to take to the road again today.  You need to rest tonight Alec,” she spoke authoritatively.
 
   “That’s the bad news,” she held up her hand.  “The good news is that your ingenaire friends aren’t going directly to Exbury after all, according to the captive girls who got away.
 
   “A pair of girls that they expected to pick up here are in Erechta instead, so they have to go all the way up there, and then come all the way back to Exbury.  We’ve got probably three days to make a long one day trip, so relax,” she told him.
 
   He finished gnawing on the last piece of chicken, and sat back in his chair.
 
   “Have Pierre and Reena gone on?” he asked.
 
   “Going back to being the little girl dad again, are you?” Andi asked, leaning back as well.  “No, they’ve stayed here, worried about you.  They’ll be happy to see you.
 
   “There’s the local policemen,” Andi nodded.  “They’re nervous about dealing with guests here in this palace, and they’re nervous about dealing with someone who apparently wounded four of the ingenairii in one fight, when no one else could lay a finger on them.”
 
   She waved to a pair of men, who walked over.  They wore neat uniforms, and bowed nervously to Alec, who offered them a seat.  Their questions and comments corroborated Andi’s summary of events.  “So you don’t think they’ll be back here in Yangchoo again?” one of them asked as they stood to leave.
 
   “No, you’ve seen the last of them.  Are the girls who escaped available to talk to?” Alec asked.
 
   “They’re staying in a foster home,” the other patrolman spoke, and gave the address.
 
   “Let’s go Andi,” Alec said as soon as the police were gone.  He stood, and the two of them walked through the streets until he reached the home the girls were in.
 
   “My name is Alec,” he began after they were shown into the home and seated in the parlor.
 
   “You’re Kriste’s Alec!  The one who saved us!  Thank you,” all four girls leapt from their seats and hugged Alec fiercely.
 
   Now I know why you came here!  You’re a lecherous old man, Andi told him.  These girls, the hostess, me, you’ve pursued us all.
 
   Alec made a narrow, brisk breeze momentarily blow through the room, nearly knocking the unprepared Andi over.
 
   “What can you tell me about Kriste, and the men who took you?” Alec asked.
 
   “You are the only thing they’ve ever lost to,” one girl said.  “They won every battle they had.  Kriste was with them longest, and she said they fought at her village, then fought gangs of bandits in the mountains.  They fought their way through Oolitan, where they took five girls, then they took me from Woven, and they picked up most of the rest in villages along the way.”
 
   “Kriste said they had one man killed by bandits, but no one else was ever hurt until you fought them, and none of us would have gotten away if you hadn’t made it possible,” another one said.
 
   “Kriste and I rode away together when you told us to.  She told me that you followed her all the way from her village in the mountains.  She said you were the lord there,” the third girl said.
 
   “Where were these men going?  Why did they steal you?” Alec asked.
 
   The girls all grew silent.  “They want us to have their babies, lots of babies,” one girl said after a moment. 
 
   “They said they had been waiting for us to grow up, and now it was time to come harvest their crop,” another added.  “The only thing they said that scares them is going through Birnam Wood on the way home.”
 
   “They told us we’d be thankful to have them with us when they took us through the snake people’s land, the,” she paused, trying to pronounce a foreign name.
 
   “The lacertii?” Alec asked.
 
   “Yes, the lacertii,” two of the girls agreed.
 
   “You’ll be going home soon,” Alec told them, “and you’ll be safe.  I’m going to chase these men and find them.  I’ll set the rest of the girls free.”
 
   The girls expressed their thanks repeatedly, until Alec and Andi took their leave.
 
   “Why would they come all the way out here to pick up young girls to have babies?” Andi asked.  ‘And what are the lacertii, the snake people?  Are they the ones you knew?”
 
   “I don’t know why they are here taking these girls,” Alec answered.  “I can’t even imagine how far they’ve come to get here from the Dominion, if they came across the lacertii’s lands.  None of this makes any sense.
 
   “All we can do is catch them and set Kriste free,” he finished.
 
   “I’ll be able to help in another day or so,” Andi said.
 
   Alec stopped on the street.  “I won’t have time to train you before we meet these men.  I want you to stay safe, stay away from the fight.  I mean this,” he said emphatically, his hands gripping both her shoulders.
 
   I know you mean it, but I can’t let you go off and try to fight those men alone again; they almost killed you Alec, she answered.
 
   Next time will be different.  I’ll be armed, and I won’t be tired, he answered.
 
   “We’ll see,” Andi answered, shrugging off his grip and starting to walk again.
 
   They walked silently the rest of the way, feeling the stubbornness setting into each other, a silence that lasted until Reena saw Alec in the lobby of the palace and ran to hug him.  “My grandda said you were sick, but that you’d get better soon.  We’ve been going to the stables to see Profile and keep her company,” the girl told Alec.
 
   “I’m all better now!” Alec told the girl, lifting her in his arms and swinging her in a circle that made her squeal with delight.  “Tomorrow you will get to ride Profile again,” he promised.  “We’ll see you here in the lobby bright and early?” he confirmed with Pierre, who nodded affirmation.
 
   Alec and Andi trooped upstairs to their room, and Alec threw back the covers of the bed.  “Get in the bed,” he told Andi.
 
   “Now there’s a romantic approach to sweep a girl off her feet,” the Black Crag guard said indignantly.  “You don’t even want to have me right now, I can tell.  Why are you trying to do this?”
 
   Alec gave a snort of disgust.  “I’m going to start training you to be an ingenaire,” he said.  “You don’t have to take your clothes off, but I’d like for you to lie down on the mattress,” he gestured with exaggerated motions of sweeping arms for Andi to lie down.
 
   She gave a mocking, repetitive snort of disgust and sat on the side of the bed to remove her boots, then laid back.
 
   Alec pulled the blankets up and over her, covering her completely.  He went around the bed and sat on the far side of the mattress, crossing his legs and getting comfortable.
 
   Imagine your spirit exists within a plane, just as your body exists within this plane between the mattress and the blanket, he told her soothingly.  Close your eyes and imagine that you exist in a gray space.  There is a barrier above you, and one below you, and your spirit exists within this space.
 
   The barriers constrain you, but they are a part of you too, he explained.  You exist within yourself and your own barriers.
 
   I don’t understand, Andi said, a note of frustration in her thought.
 
   Alec sent his spirit to her, and touched her lightly.  You need to be calm, serene for this at first.  For these lessons you must let everything that is a distraction go; don’t worry about all the other things you can work on later.  Just focus on your spirit, isolated from the world and confined within the gray space between the barriers.
 
   He felt her take a deep breath, trying to cleanse herself of her distractions, and he waited patiently.
 
   Feel the barriers of the blankets and the mattress, above and below you, Alec encouraged her.
 
   She began moving about violently beneath the blanket, then threw it up and off her body, sitting up and pulling her blouse off.
 
   Alec opened his eyes.  “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
   “I’m too distracted by all these clothes,” she answered.  “When I go to bed and relax, I just wear a light nightshirt.  Everything else is distracting me.  I feel my clothes, feel them rubbing against the covers.  Let me get comfortable, and we’ll try this again,” she grunted as she raised her hips and pulled her pants down her legs.
 
   Alec stared at her, transfixed, then closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   He felt the mattress shake again, then the movement ceased.
 
   I’m relaxing, she told him, as he turned his back to her and walked away from the temptation she embodied.
 
   “Take a deep breath and relax, and think of the barriers around you, the mattress and the blankets, enclosing you, but your spirit is free to move within the space between them,”  he spoke in a calm tone.
 
   It’s easier to listen to these instructions when you speak inside my head, Andi said gently.  Come back and show me.
 
   “I learned this exercise back in Goldenfields, lying on the floor, with a blanket over me, and my trainer was an apprentice ingenaire who spoke aloud to me,” Alec replied.  “You can do this with verbal instruction, I know you can.”
 
   But you were in my mind before, Andi said.
 
   “I’ll come back and resume that in a little while if this doesn’t work,” he assured her.  “I want this to be a success for you Andi, I really do.  Just trust me to try to do what I think will work best.”
 
   “Okay,” she reluctantly agreed.  “You’re a pain sometimes, but I know you mean well.”
 
   Alec gave a sigh of relief; he felt too exhilarated by the sight of Andi’s body to risk making the spiritual contact between them, potentially exposing the lust that he felt for her at that moment.  It would get in the way of the exercise and lead to a different outcome, one that he knew they could forestall.  The longer they could resist, the more he would be able to pull his desire back under control, and then be able to resume the spiritual contact that would assist the training tremendously.
 
   “Your spirit is free within the boundaries, and the boundaries are a part of you, part of this physical world we live in,” he said.
 
   “I think I am between the boundaries,” she said softly.
 
   “Good,” Alec encouraged her.  “Can your spirit move in that space, move freely?”
 
   I can, I am moving.  I feel like I can fly around! She told him.
 
   “Good!  Good,” Alec answered.  He lowered his voice to a calm whisper.  “Now fly and enjoy the freedom for a little while, then stop, and open your eyes, and bring yourself back to our world.”
 
   Thirty seconds later, she spoke in his head.  I’m here with you again.
 
   “Very well done, Andi,” he told her.  “Now, go back there to the space between the barriers again, and tell me when you’re there.”
 
   The seconds stretched out, until finally Andi’s spirit spoke to him.  I’ve reached it again; I’m between the barriers.
 
   “That’s good,” Alec told her.  “This is the only thing we really want to work on for the moment, developing and practicing the ability for you to instantly put your spirit between the barriers.
 
   His voice dropped to a gentler tone again.  “We want you to reach a point where you’re so comfortable doing this that you’ll be able to go into this space instantly, regardless of whether you’re lying on a bed, or walking down a street, or riding a horse.  You’ll be able to do this in less than the blink of an eye.”
 
   “Why am I learning this?” she asked.
 
   “This is the way to go to the entrance to the energy realm.  You are going to learn to reach the power deliberately, and this will be the beginning of your path,” Alec answered.
 
   But I did it once when I needed to, Andi pointed out.
 
   I know, Alec reverted to speaking mind-to-mind, satisfied that he had tamped down his desire.  You reacted and grasped it intuitively that time, and that was an amazing thing.  You are an extraordinary talent to have been able to have done that with no training, he told her with genuine admiration.
 
   Now we need to build up your ability to make it happen under any circumstances, he finished.
 
   “Let’s continue,” she told him, pleased by his generous words.
 
   Alec smiled at her willingness to accept his word, and her determination to work.  Now, when you go between the barriers, and you start to move about, I want you to look for places where you see tears in the barriers, and when you do, if you find one that shines, that has a light that beckons you, stop, and tell me.
 
   Andi, don’t go into the light until I tell you to, do you hear me? He asked emphatically.
 
   Yes, oh great teacher, I hear and obey, Andi answered, and Alec felt her smile.
 
   And so they worked throughout the afternoon and into the evening, neither of them aware of the passage of time as Andi searched for and found her entrance to the power realm of the ingenairii, and Alec directed her in the caution and control that were needed to grasp the power.
 
   Why in the name of the tall peaks can’t I bring the power with me? she asked in frustration after her third failed attempt to engage the Warrior energy and bring it with her into the physical world.
 
   She sat up abruptly, flinging the covers off of her in frustration.  Alec stared at her momentarily, taking in the features of her body, and then noticing the passion in her face as she confronted her failure to master the ingenaire powers quickly.  Her determination was wonderful, Alec thought; it made her seem all the more desirable.
 
   “Let’s take a break,” he said, swallowing rapidly, and turning to climb off the bed.  He started to walk towards the bathroom.  “Why don’t you get dressed and we can go eat dinner?” he suggested.
 
   He went to the bathing area and splashed cold water on his face, telling himself to relax and control his urges.  Moments later Andi walked into the room, buttoning a blouse.
 
   “You’re sure I’ll be able to do this?” she asked with annoyance.
 
   “Andi, you’re far ahead of my training schedule,” he told her.  “We’ll have you bringing the power with you sooner than I would have thought possible, and then we only need to work on the refinements and intricacies,” he explained, not sharing with her the endless hours he had spent with Moriah and Rubicon and Nathaniel, sitting on the patio, looking out over the ocean as he had trained and trained and trained to master the details of his energies.
 
   “I’m hungry!” she declared emphatically as they descended the steps a minute later.  “I could spend the rest of the night sitting at the table shoveling food in.
 
   “Oh,” she added a moment later.  “There’s Grenda.  Would you like for me to leave you two alone?” she asked sourly.
 
   Andi, for the last time, you have nothing to be jealous of.  Why would I even bother to look at a girl like that, when I’ve spent all afternoon struggling to hold myself back from trying to seduce you upstairs? he protested.
 
   Alec stop it, Andi protested as they reached the floor and walked into the dining room.  You are frustrating me.  I’ll lose my appetite if I sit here and start listing all the times we could have coupled and you declined, she said as they sat down.
 
   Alec slipped his hand across the table and took her passive hand in his, then called upon his Healer energy and his Spirit energy together, and sent a stream of his combined energies into her body, caressing her with devotion and affection and physical comfort.  Andi looked at him with eyes that widened, then closed, and her head rolled backwards and her body went limp.  Alec continued to send his energy into her, until she spoke to his mind.
 
   Alec, stop please, she told him.  He ceased the energy but held onto her hand, and felt her squeeze his fingers.
 
   Oh heavens, she said at last, opening her eyes and looking directly into his.  Oh heavens, Alec, she repeated, looking distracted.
 
   Alec motioned for the waiter to approach, and he ordered a bottle of wine and some veal, then he broke a piece of bread off the loaf at their table and nibbled on it.  Andi, I am captivated by you, he admitted.
 
   We’ll see tonight, she answered mysteriously.  She glanced at the doorway, where Grenda was chatting with a man at the desk.  “Maybe you haven’t been pursuing her as much as I thought.”
 
   They ate their meal, discussed simple matters about the following day’s trip to Exbury, and speculated about the gardens.  “This is our last night in Yangchoo,” Alec said as they finished eating and drinking their wine.  “Would you like to take a walk and see the lights before we go upstairs?”
 
   She looked at him speculatively.  Is this another way to avoid going to bed with me?
 
   No.  No, he said affirmatively as he stood.  Let’s go see the wonders of one of the Five Cities.
 
   They walked out past the desk, where Grenda sat filing her nails, and began to stroll along the streets, joining the streams of tourists who walked about enjoying the beauty of the lights.  They reached a statuary garden, where lights illuminated the stony figures, shifting patterns of light that created the illusion of movement.
 
   “Look at that one,” Andi murmured, hanging on Alec’s arm the way so many of the ladies among the other couples around them did.  She pointed to a stone horse that stood rearing on its two hind legs.
 
   “The poor thing has to be getting tired of standing like that,” Alec whispered.  He engaged his Stone ingenaire energies and sent a flow of power through the paving stones, across the square, and into the statute, making it lower its front hooves and then kick up its rear ones.
 
   The crowd roared in delight, and Alec grinned as Andi turned to him and slapped his shoulder playfully.  How did you do that? she asked.  I didn’t know you could manipulate stone like that!  
 
   There hasn’t been much reason to use that energy, he replied as they resumed their strolling.  It’s a very practical energy; it helped me build Ridgeclimb.
 
   What else can you do? She asked as they turned and walked in the direction of their residence.
 
   I think you know them all, he counted them off, Healer, Warrior, Spirit, Air, Light, Stone.  Six in all.  He thought about the Traveler abilities and the Time abilities he had once had.
 
   Why are you sad? Andi asked.
 
   I just remembered a time when I had some other abilities, he told her.
 
   What happened to them? Andi asked.  Why don’t you have them any longer?
 
   My God felt that they gave me too much power, Alec answered.
 
   What, didn’t he want any competition? she asked scornfully.
 
   There would be no competition, Alec told her, wrapping his arm around her shoulder in the slight chill that began to set in.  I faced a man once who tried to gather all the powers he could; he wasn’t a threat to God; he was only a threat to the rest of humanity.
 
   I know your heart is good, Andi, so this message is not really needed, but I hope you understand that when you are a functioning Warrior ingenaire, it will be your duty to put your abilities to work for the benefit of others, he sent his message with all the conviction and sincerity he could project.
 
   Otherwise, we become like the men we’re trying to catch, he finished his sermon as they arrived at the gate of the palace.
 
   “Just a moment,” he said and paused to send another stream of Stone energy through the road bed, back to the statute he had moved before, restoring it to its original pose.
 
   He finished his task, then looked down at Andi’s face, and kissed her soundly.  They walked together with cozy arms around each other’s waist until they reached their guest palace.  They walked past Grenda at the desk without notice.
 
   Let’s go upstairs, Alec told her, and she sensed the passion in his soul.
 
   Yes, let’s, she agreed with a smile, and they walked up the staircase holding hands, communing silently with one another.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24 – The Trip to Exbury
 
    
 
   The next morning Alec carried their saddle bags down to the stables and placed blankets and saddles on the horses, rearranging the baggage they carried so that the third horse could carry passengers.  He bought a saddle from the tack shop in the stable, to provide for Pierre and Reena, then went back inside and found his three traveling companions all sitting at a table eating fruit and bread.
 
   “It’s a beautiful day for a ride,” Alec told them cheerily.  “Who’s ready to go?”
 
   “I am!” Reena answered briskly.
 
   It depends on what we’re going for, Andi told him silently, and gave him a wink.
 
   He returned a broad smile, then held out his hand and helped her up.
 
   Moments later they were mounted on their steeds and riding out of the courtyard of the palace, heading due west to the city of Exbury, the Garden City of the Five.  They chatted amiably as they rode out of the city and through the countryside.  The group stopped in a village at midday and ate lunch at a tavern, then resumed their trip, making good time along the way.
 
   Pierre and Reena grew drowsy as they rode, and Alec spoke to Andi.  Let’s resume your practice.
 
   Now?  Here?  On horseback? she asked.
 
   It’s worth trying, he replied.  If you can’t find the energy doing it under these conditions, that’s fine.  It would be extraordinary if you could; we’ve got time on our hands, and you’re a good student, he encouraged her.
 
   It’s not easy to focus, Andi admitted in frustration five minutes later.
 
   I know, Alec soothed her.  He sent his spirit to be with hers, waiting for her to enter the space between the barriers, offering support.
 
   Minutes later she did it, then did it again, and again, three efforts in a row.
 
   Very good! Alec congratulated her.  Now, let’s go to the portal and you can enter the energy realm.
 
   Alec watched her, sitting atop her horse as they rode through the pastoral countryside, as her eyes glazed over and her attention was entirely turned inwardly.   Her spirit was in the Warrior realm, and he waited for her attention to return, either because she had failed to bring the energy with her out of the power realm, or because she had succeeded.  The seconds passed, and became minutes.
 
   “Andi?  Andi, can you hear me?” he gently prodded her shoulder and called to her, knowing the futility of doing so.  There was a problem, he knew; she had been lured into the energy realm, seduced by the promise of enormous fighting ability.  He sat and sucked in his breath, worried, then took the step he felt compelled to take, and transported himself into the axis mundi, the very center of the energy realm.
 
   He’d been there many times before, times that were vivid memories.  He  remember the time he had come to the axis mundi to fight the demon there, the visit that had changed his life, deprived him of his chance to grow old with Bethany and Kinsey and all the others of his generation.  And after that, after the long battle with the demon, which had scarred and altered him forever, he had returned to that same chamber, and used it as a means to enter many chambers, picking up the skills that he used so regularly even now in his life.
 
   Now he was in the axis, looking for the path to the Warrior chamber of the energy realm, so that he could go in search of Andi’s lost and wandering spirit.  He knew his route, and he moved rapidly across to the boundary where the Warrior abilities resided, and stepped within, his body instantly ready to sprout all accouterments of warfare.
 
   Alec cavalierly shrugged away the swords and shields and maces, and began to race deep into the energy realm, looking for the movement that would be Andi.  He ran about for what seemed an endless time, searching and calling.  He came out once, when he faintly sensed some disturbance in his physical world.  He found Pierre addressing him, trying to arouse him by shaking him.
 
   “I can’t talk right now,” he spoke in a rush, half his spirit in his body and half of it still within the energy realm, “unless it’s an emergency, wait for us to return.”
 
   “It’s no emergency, do whatever you’re doing,” Pierre said, and then Alec was back in the energy realm, searching for Andi.  He found her at last, when an arrow passed through his spirit, and he turned to see a distant figure with a crossbow.  He rushed at the figure, and confirmed that it was Andi when he came face to face with her.
 
   She was engorged with Warrior energy.
 
   “Andi, you need to leave the energy realm.  You can take the power with you, but we have to find our way out,” he told her.
 
   “Alec, I am like a warrior queen!  I can do anything!  I could fight an army by myself and win.  You never told me it was like this,” she was intoxicated with the promises the power made to her.
 
   “This power in here is impotent, Andi,” Alec told her.  “There are no armies to fight in here.  There are only empty promises.  The only enemy you will find in here is death, death if you stay too long.
 
   “Let the power go.  Go back to the physical world.  I’ll meet you there, Andi,” he promised.
 
   “No.  No, I belong here, invincible,” she said, and she pointed the crossbow at him again.
 
   Alec closed his eyes, and embraced his Spiritual power.  Standing within the Warrior realm and embracing the power of an alternate energy was debilitating, and he felt his body begin to rise, to seek to travel to the source of the Spiritual power.
 
   As he felt the power begin to pull him away, he also felt its enhancement of his abilities, and he used the strength it gave him to drive his spirit directly into Andi’s once again merging the two personalities into one.
 
   Alec, what are you doing? She cried, as his spirit enveloped hers.  He felt his spirit image being pulled away from the energy of the Warriors, and he held tightly onto Andi, taking her with him.  He felt the chains of the power upon her snap as her spirit moved beyond the boundaries of the realm, and he hastily flung her back towards the space between the barriers.
 
   Go back, Andi, go back to your body! He called to her, and then he felt himself pulled rapidly into the Spirit realm, where he landed with a virtual crash.  Oh Father, help her to be whole and safe, he prayed.
 
   She will be Alec.  Go and tend to her, a voice emanated from all around him.
 
   He shut his eyes, and wished himself free of the energy, back in his own body.  When he opened his eyes, he was once again riding atop his horse, next to Andi.
 
   There was a dazed look on her face, but no longer was there a vacancy in her eyes.
 
   “Andi, are you present?” he asked.  He leaned far out of his saddle to place his face close to hers, and grabbed her shoulders to shake her.
 
   “Alec?” she focused on him, and her hands came up to her face.
 
   “I can’t believe I shot that arrow at you!  I am so sorry.  Thank the hills you’re alive,” she told him.  “That was intoxicating.  I had so much power!  It made so much possible.”
 
   “You’re back here now,” Alec answered.  “And you know how dangerous it is.  I want you to go right back there right now and take control of it this time.  As soon as you feel the power, turn your body, and beat the energy – show it you’re in control – then bring it out here with you.  Show it your strength!” he told her.
 
   “I know you have the determination; I’ve seen it in you.  It’s one of the things I love about you,” he told her fiercely.  “Now go right back there and do this.”
 
   She held his eyes in a steady stare, then gave a crooked smile.  “You better make this worth my while,” she said, then her eyes were empty again, and her spirit was on its way to the energy realm.
 
   Alec nodded his head in approval; he doubted that he would have had the courage to dive back into the energy realm so quickly if he had suffered the entrapment Andi had fallen into.
 
   He looked back at Pierre and Reena.  “We’ve been training to learn some new powers,” he explained lamely.  “Andi’s very good to be able to do our lessons while riding a horse.”
 
   He heard a grunt, and turned quickly to look at Andi.  Her eyes were sparkling.
 
   “I’ve got it,” she said through gritted teeth.  “I’ve got the power with me!”
 
   “Hold on to it,” Alec told her.  “Hold on; get a feel for being the master this time.”
 
   “It’s slipping,” she whispered.  “I can’t hold it much longer.”
 
   “Just hold for as long as you can,” Alec urged.  “You have to grow used to the strain.”
 
   She closed her eyes and contorted her face, then suddenly relaxed.   “It’s gone,” she said as she let out a breath.
 
   “You did well,” Alec told her proudly.  “Are you ready to do it again?”  he asked.
 
   And so they continued for two more hours, until sweat was beading on Andi’s forehead as she concentrated on the control of the energy, and bringing it forth.
 
   “That’s enough,” Alec told her finally, worried that he might push her too far too fast.  “Let’s enjoy the rest of the ride into the city of gardens.”
 
   The countryside around them remained a landscape of farms, but the crops looked lusher and more fruitful that Alec remembered the land around Yangchou had looked at the start of the day.
 
   “There’s the city, up ahead,” Pierre noted a growing profile on the horizon.
 
   “We’re going to see my daddy today!” Reena spoke up.
 
   “He is going to be the happiest man in the world when he sees what a beautiful daughter he has,” Alec told her, making the little girl’s smile widen even more.
 
   “How will we know where to go once we’re in the city?” Andi asked.  “Will we just get directions at the gate?”
 
   “I expect that Spencer will be waiting for us at the gate himself.  I sent a note from Yangchoo, after you were injured, telling him where we were, and that we would be delayed for a day or two waiting for you to heal,” Pierre told them.
 
   “He’ll be able to take us on a walking tour of the city as we enter,” Pierre added in a satisfied voice.
 
   As they rode nearer to the city, it rose higher and higher from the flat horizon, and the profile of the city took on a greenish hue.  When they arrived at the gate, they found Spencer waiting to meet them.  All four in the party dismounted, Alec and Andi watching the tears of joy and murmurs of appreciation the small family enjoyed as they reunited with one another.
 
   After several affectionate minutes, Pierre remembered his manners.  “These are the travelers I wrote to you about.  This is the Lady Andi,” he introduced first, as Spencer bowed over her hand gracefully and kissed it, bringing a smile to Andi’s face. 
 
   “You’ve never done anything so elegant for me,” she told Alec.
 
   “And this is the great lord I mentioned, the man who has the powers of many old ones, all combined in him as if he were a walking legend, the Lord Alec,” Pierre embarrassed Alec with his introduction.  As he did, another man stepped out of the crowd to join Spencer.
 
   “My lord, thank you for your kindness to my father and daughter,” Spencer told Alec.  “I hope our hospitality can repay your generosity.
 
   “Here is one of our Old Ones, the Lord Amane, who was astonished by the descriptions my father provided.  He wanted to meet you in person when you arrived,” Spencer said.
 
   Alec studied the man carefully.  His face appeared honest and open.  It was a handsome face, with eyes that were appropriately bright green, and dark hair that was almost shoulder length.
 
   “We are honored by the visit of such a legend from the past,” Amane told Alec, holding out his hand to shake.
 
   Alec took the hand and clasped it firmly.  As soon as he released the grip, Amane turned to Andi.
 
   “I did not expect that such a jewel would come walking into our city along with you,” he said with a smile, staring at Andi’s face.  He too took Andi’s hand and bowed low over it, offering a lingering kiss that made Andi offer a roll of her eyes to Alec, though he felt the thrill that went through her body.
 
   “Would you like to show us to our lodgings?” Pierre asked Spencer.
 
   “Yes, by all means,” he replied.  “Let’s head onto the city to the guests’ palace.”
 
   “Oh Spencer, let’s bring them to the family lodgings,” Amane interrupted.  “Such a great lord deserves a higher level of luxury.  It will give us the opportunity to converse and learn from him.”
 
   They entered the city, and the travelers turned and looked in all directions in wonder as they traveled along the main road.  Every building was draped or hidden in greenery.  Vines hung over balconies, trees provided living pillars, bushes screened the sight of stone walls, and above them they saw buildings built among the upper limbs of massive trees.  Flowers bloomed in the median of the roadway.  It was as absolutely stunning a scene as Yangchoo had been in the evening, and Alec missed much of the travelogue Amane and Spencer provided as he looked about.
 
   Several minutes later they arrived at the home of Amane’s family, a building that was tall trees and large slabs of stone, with flowers below every window and above every door.  A thick, impervious hedge grew as protectively as any wall around the property.
 
   “Welcome to our home,” Amane told them as they allowed grooms to lead their horses away.  “Let me make arrangements for your lodging,” he excused himself and returned with the house steward.  
 
   “We’ll provide a room for Pierre in the west wing, and one there for Lord Alec as well,” the steward spoke, calling upon porters to lead them to their rooms.  “Lady Reena, you may have a room next to your grandfather for this night.  I’m told you’ll move into your father’s home in a day or two.  Is that alright?” the steward consulted Reena with a serious face.
 
   “Yes, that’s lovely,” Reena said after thoughtful consideration.
 
   “And Lady Andi, Lord Amane thought you might enjoy the view from the east wing, where the sunrise is always so lovely,” the steward said.
 
   “I’ll bed with Alec,” Andi said simply.
 
   The porter who had her small saddle bag of clothes and supplies stopped in midstep, and Amane’s face drained of color.
 
   “Of course, my lady,” the steward said smoothly.
 
   Aahh, Alec said to Andi with a tone of appreciation.  So much communicated in so few words.
 
   You weren’t going to claim me, it seemed, so I thought I better speak up for myself, Andi said.
 
   It would hardly seem appropriate for me to demand you as my sleeping companion, Andi, Alec told her, as the two looked at each other.  I may desire you, but I’ll never force you to come to me.
 
   I know, Andi said in a gentler voice.
 
   “They’re talking to each other, mind to mind,” Pierre observed aloud.  “I don’t think I mentioned that in the letter I sent you.”
 
   “We heard legends that long ago there was an ancient race such as that, but when our race of plant growers left the mountains and came down to the plains, the mind-speakers stayed behind and perished,” Amane said, trying to regain his footing after two unexpected comments.
 
   “The lokasennii did not perish.  They live today, and they contributed to the battle when Hellmann rose again to seek dominion,” Alec answered, dissatisfied with the smug complacency the lords of the Five Cities seem to hold, or that at least Amane as an individual seemed to hold.
 
   “They have legends of the races that left the mountains as a matter of fact.  Is your race the Sylphs or the huldra?” he asked, “or are those legends even less reliable that yours?”
 
   “You must not name the secret names!” Amane hissed.  He composed himself after several seconds of nervous silence in the hallway.
 
   “Forgive my manners.  I should not keep you standing around like this after your long day’s journey.  Please go to your rooms and refresh.  We will serve dinner an hour after the sun goes down.  Ask any servant for directions to the dining room,” he nodded his head, and the steward and the porters recommenced their journeys through the house.
 
   Alec offered his hand to Andi, and the two climbed the stairs together.
 
   You might have been a little harsh on the pretty boy, Andi said delicately.
 
   He’s pompous and full of himself, Alec responded.
 
   And? Andi prodded.
 
   Alright, of course you already know, and I was jealous of the attention he was showering on you.  I’m sure that if we ask we’ll discover that his room happens to be in the east wing, conveniently close to the guest room he hoped you would spend the night in, Alec projected his thoughts.
 
   There now, that wasn’t so hard was it? Andi asked.  It makes your fling with Grenda almost tolerable! She laughed aloud as they reached the top of the stairs, and Alec laughed with her, sharing genuine humor.
 
   Would my lord like to join me in the shower to help scrub my back after our long day of travels? Andi asked Alec as they entered their room and saw the bathing facilities that awaited them.
 
   I think I should wait until the servants leave to start! Alec replied with a smile, and minutes later they were busy scrubbing one another clean.
 
   Sometime later, as the sun started to set, a knock at the door caused Alec to pull a shirt on hastily and discover a servant with a message.  “Lord Amane has heard that you are an accomplished swordsman, and he wondered if you would enjoy a bit of practice in the family armory before dinner?” the man reported as he carefully averted his eyes from Alec’s bare legs.
 
   “Give me just a second,” Alec replied and shut the door. A minute later he opened the door again and then shut it behind him as he stepped into the hallway.  “Please lead on,” he ordered, and five minutes later they were at the armory.  Alec and Amane were the only ones in the room.
 
   “Please forgive me for my manners this afternoon,” Amane said when Alec had pads in place and was in position on the mat.  “I was so captivated by the beauty of your companion that I really lost my head.  I should have known that a beauty like that would be attached to a great man like yourself,” he began fencing, carefully testing Alec’s abilities as he tried going both high and low.
 
   “I also apologize for slighting the people of the mountains,” he added, as Alec parried every effort he made.  “I must have sounded very provincial, which is most embarrassing.”
 
   As they fenced, Alec sensed genuine contriteness in the man.  “The Lady Andi is an astonishment to me, and your enchantment is understandable,” Alec said carefully, “and I am not worthy of her affections, but hope to never lose them.”
 
   He probed Amane’s defenses carefully, holding back so that he would not embarrass his host any further.  “We have been through some extraordinary experiences together.
 
   And if you ever want a challenge to your swordsmanship, you might offer her some practice time on your mats here.  She is a warrior as well as a beauty, and no man will find her defenses easy to breach,” he said.
 
   “Now,” he stepped back from the contest.  “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go finish cleaning up before dinner.”
 
   Amane dropped the point of his practice blade, and offered his hand.  “Thank you,” the Old One said.  “I will see you at dinner.”
 
   Andi raised her eyebrows when Alec returned.  “That didn’t last long; is our host still alive?” she asked.
 
   “He apologized most sincerely and contritely,” Alec told her.  “He claimed he had been ‘captivated’ by your beauty and lost his head.”
 
   “Oh no, another one.  This happens all the time,” Andi said with mock mournfulness.  “Why weren’t you ever captivated by my beauty?” she asked holding her arms open.
 
   “Who’s to say I’m not?” Alec asked as he came to her.
 
   They were the last to arrive at dinner, where they met Amane’s family: a sister, a brother, his parents and his grandmother.
 
   The table was large, and the conversation was polite, until Alec accidentally brought up the topic of plant ingenairii in the Dominion of old.  “It was many years ago when I lived there,” he said evasively. “but we had people who had powers similar to yours, who made the plants grow and helped the farmers.
 
   “There was one such, a girl named Yula, who I worked with.  Her powers were so similar to my powers to heal that I could borrow energy from her to help me do my healing work,” he explained.
 
   “The compatibility makes sense in a way,” Amane’s brother Tarry replied.  “Both healing and growing are very similar efforts, the bringing forth, protection, and enhancement of life.”
 
   “Exactly!” Alec cried in agreement.
 
   “We know of an Old One who left our city many years ago.  She was dissatisfied with life here in Exbury, so she sent herself into exile,” Tarry added.
 
   “What became of her?” Alec asked.  “Was it very long ago?”
 
   “She probably died in the wilderness.  No one ever heard any further word of her after she left, and that was forty or fifty years ago,” Tarry’s father, Lord Shaln, spoke up.  “We knew the girl,” he nodded to his wife, Lady Rooney.  “She was of our age.”
 
   Soon thereafter the meal was finished.  “If it’s not too presumptuous, I’d invite the Lady Andi to cross blades in our armory,” Amane said.  “Lord Alec says that you are an accomplished swordbearer.”
 
   Well? she asked Alec.
 
   I know you could defend yourself if he tried anything, but I don’t think he’ll try anything.  He’s simply smitten with you – as who wouldn’t be! – and he wants to be with you, Alec replied.
 
   “I would enjoy a brief match, my lord,” Andi told Amane.
 
   “I’ll excuse myself to take a short walk through the city if you don’t mind,” Alec said as he rose from his seat.  I’ll see you in our room, dear.  Be nice to our host.
 
   Andi smiled at Alec, as Tarry held her chair for her to rise.
 
   Minutes later Alec had retrieved his sword from his saddle in the stables, and was walking towards the east gate through which he had entered the city earlier.  He had no idea of when to expect the ingenairii to arrive, and felt compelled to begin learning the layout of the city so that he would have some knowledge in advance of his opponents’ arrival.
 
   He reached the gate and stood just outside, looking at the dark countryside beyond, and thinking of the beauty of the lights in Yangchoo.  The plants of Exbury was extraordinary, there was no doubt, but the lights of Yangchoo were captivating.  He regretted that he hadn’t had time to meet the Old Ones of that city, and as he walked back into the city, he wondered what compatibility he might find between his Light powers and the energy used by the Old Ones there.  Would Andi want to settle in Yangchoo, he wondered, someday when this battle ended, hopefully soon.
 
   There was a racket behind, him, and a woman began to scream. Alec turned, his senses heightened as he reached for his Warrior powers, and he trotted towards the source of the noise.  He turned down a side street, then came to square, where the trouble was centered.
 
   “My daughter!” a woman was screaming.  There were several horses gathered together, and Alec saw two men carrying a girl away from a house, one holding her legs and the other her arms.
 
   “Put her down!” Alec shouted as he rushed towards the melee, noticing two men lying motionless on the ground near the doorway of the girl’s home.  
 
   A bow string twanged as Alec approached the two kidnappers, and he held up his sword to deflect the arrow into the stomach of the man carrying the legs of the girl.
 
   Somewhere a man swore, and Alec heard two men dismount from horses.
 
   Alec, what’s happening? Andi asked, sensing the elevation in his body’s tension.
 
   Ingenairii, he spat out a one word answer.
 
   He confronted the man who held the captive girl, who let loose of her arms and grabbed for his sword.  The man’s reactions were too slow to be those of an ingenaire, Alec concluded, and he struck the man down with a quick slice across his throat.  “Get in the house!” he screamed at the girl and whirled around so the house was at his back as he saw two men who were ingenairii storming towards him.
 
   There were many men, at least a dozen, in the collection of people atop horses he saw, and Kriste was there among the captives.  If the two who Alec had just stopped were not ingenairii, then possibly many of the men were simply mercenaries, hired to help the ingenairii maintain control over their sizable collection of intended slaves.
 
   “You again?!” a voice called.
 
   “Bezel, let the captives loose and leave the Twenty Cities right now if you want to stay alive!” Alec shouted.
 
   “Kramer, get down here,” Bezel called.  He was moving to Alec’s right, as the other apparent ingenaire moved to his left.  “Seinie, you get in on this too,” Bezel called.
 
   A pair of knives flew at Alec from the ingenaire on the left.  He flipped his sword in a twirling flight just above his head, and grabbed each of the two knives with his hands, then flung them immediately back out at the guards sitting on the horses in the square, before he grasped the handle of his falling sword.
 
   His two targets both toppled to the ground, and the noise level around Alec dropped for a fraction of a second.
 
   We’re coming Alec! Andi shouted.
 
   Don’t!  It’s dangerous, stay away, he responded, then stopped communicating as all four Warrior ingenairii rushed at him in a united attack.
 
   Two of them moved slowly.  Whether they still suffered the effects of their wounds from the last confrontation, or whether they simply had limited ability to grasp the power, Alec targeted them for his counter-attack.  He rushed at the two men in the middle, accepting a small cut on his arm as the price to pay as he ferociously swung his sword at the two, knocking the sword from the hand of one and forcing the other to trip over himself as he backed away.
 
   Alec retreated again to the security of the wall behind him, as the two faster Warriors abruptly braked their approach at the loss of their companions.  He judged the relative locations of the two, convinced that he could go on the offensive against one and defeat him before the other could join the battle.  The odds were about to turn in his favor, he concluded, and he started to grin a nasty grin that frightened those who saw it.
 
   “Stop!” a man’s voice called shrilly.  “Stop the battle or your friend dies!”
 
   Alec looked at the source of the voice, and saw a man holding a knife at the throat of a crying Kriste.  Alec’s face went pale.
 
   “Put the sword down,” the man called, as the Warriors around Alec stepped back away from him.
 
   “Don’t hurt her.  I’ll put the sword down if you take the knife away from her,” Alec shouted.
 
   We’re here Alec, what should I do? Andi asked from somewhere in the darkness.
 
   Nothing, yet, Alec replied.  He lowered his sword, so that its point rested on the ground.
 
   A bow twanged again, and he raised his sword reflexively, blocking the arrow and sending it at one of the Warriors near him.  The ingenaire raised his own sword in alarm and managed to deflect the arrow into the ground.
 
   “What was that?  Was that honor?” Alec screamed, infuriated by the attack.
 
   “You,” he pointed at the man who held the knife at Kriste’s throat, “you must die.”
 
   Alec dropped his Warrior powers, and seized his Light power.  He released his sword, and as he heard the blade strike the stony pavement beneath him, he heard the twang of another arrow being released.
 
   Alec released a bolt of the fiery, pure light he called forth and sent the bolt at the head of the man who threatened Kriste, killing him instantly.
 
   As he fired the energy, he sensed a movement to his right, then felt a blow to his skull, and fell unconscious.
 
   “Alec!” Andi wailed in fear and fury.  “Alec!” she screamed again as she saw the bolt of fire leave his finger an instant before an arrow penetrated his skull, and he dropped to the ground.
 
   She felt her Warrior powers unleash themselves within her, and she pulled the bow off her shoulder, grabbed three arrows, and fired them all instantly at the ingenairii who stood in a semicircle around Alec.
 
   Pandemonium broke loose in the square.  “Gather up and depart!” one ingenairii voice screamed, as the mortal guards and spectators wailed in fear at the violence that seemed to happen faster than humans could possibly unleash.  Horses began to pound their hooves against the cobblestones of the square, and movement was everywhere as the ingenairii and their henchmen who were still alive tried to escape from the deadly trap they found themselves in.
 
   Andi raced with ingenaire speed to Alec’s body, screaming his name with her voice and her mind, as Amane trailed just behind her.
 
   Alec!
 
   “Alec!”
 
   Alec, don’t die.  Alec, where are you? her spirit screamed into the darkness.
 
   Andi, a distant voice replied.
 
   Alec hold on!  “How can I help you?” she screamed as she reached him and knelt beside his body.
 
   “He can’t be helped, my lady,” Amane said.
 
   Alec, don’t go!  What do we do, Alec? her mind sought to find him.
 
   Andi, thank you for so much Andi, his spirit told her
 
   “No Alec, no.  Don’t say thank you.  You bloody well have to tell me what to do to save your body.  Hurry up you fool!” she screamed angrily, her voice echoing off the stone housefronts that framed the now empty square.
 
   Andi, break the arrow, and pull it out, Alec said.
 
   Augh! Andi screamed.  “Amane help me!” she broke the shaft of the arrow, and pulled it out of Alec’s skull, then turned and vomited at the violence of the image.
 
   Place your hands over the wounds.  Tell Amane to put his hands on top of yours and to release his powers into your hands, Alec directed, and suddenly his spirit was close, incredibly nearby.
 
   “Amane, put your hands on mine!” she shouted the command as she clapped her hands over the gory wound.
 
   “He’s dead my lady, please accept this,” Amane said gently, placing his hands on her shoulders, hoping to turn her from the awful sight of Alec’s dead body.
 
   Andi swept her hands upward and grabbed his, then jerked them forward, intertwining his fingers in hers as she pressed her hands against Alec’s head.
 
   “Release your powers!  Do it Amane!  Release your powers into him and into me!” Andi commanded.
 
   Compelled by the emotion and power of her voice, Amane let his energy flow from his hands.
 
   Andi felt a jolt, and then Alec seemed to possess her, just as Amane’s energies entered her.  She felt possessed, and then strange powers entered her body.  It was Alec, using her body to call upon his Healer powers.  And she felt Amane’s spirit and energies being pulled within her as well.  She felt a closeness to Amane that was extraordinary as their energies mixed.
 
   The combination of powers wasn’t perfect – they were a blended energy she had never felt before, and they flowed though her into Alec’s body, while Alec seized the plant energy flowing into her as well, and converted it in some manner she could feel but not understand, and sent it into his body as well.
 
   “Alec!” she screamed, and she felt Amane’s body screaming as well, as both of them became conduits that Alec’s spirit used to find and alter more and more energy and put it to use, repairing his own body, then suddenly bonding his own spirit back into it.
 
   Andi’s hands were cast away from Alec’s head by some energy reaction, and she was thrown back against Amane, driving him back as well and landing on his lap.
 
   The square was silent.  Andi looked at Alec’s head.  The wounds were gone, healed.  She saw his chest rise with a breath, and she scrambled off Amane and over to Alec.
 
   “Oh spirits, you’re alive,” she began to cry.
 
   “Andi,” he whispered.
 
   “Alec,” she replied.
 
   “Thank you Andi.  You did it,” he said in the faintest of voices.
 
   “Now we can go get them.  We’ll slaughter them all Alec.  It’s going to be just like it was; you’re as good as new,” she said the words with her face buried in his chest.
 
   “No, it’s different now Andi,” he replied.
 
   “I have to rest now.  For a long time, Andi.  Let me rest until my spirit and body are ready to rise again.  Take care of yourself, Andi, my love,” he said, and he shut his eyes.
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25 – Alec’s Healing
 
    
 
   “You were right,” Amane told Tarry the next morning as the two of them sat at the breakfast table.  “He took my plant energy and he used it as part of his healing process.”
 
   “I still don’t understand,” Tarry said, still dazed by the crying, screaming scene that had unfolded the previous evening, as Amane and Andi had stumbled into the house with local constables who carried Alec’s’ body on a stretcher.
 
   “You say he took your energy, but he was dead when he did it?” Tarry clarified.
 
   “Yes, except he did it through Andi’s body,” Amane seemed to think the explanation spoke for itself.
 
   Just then Andi appeared in the dining room, dark circles under her eyes.
 
   Amane sprang from his seat and pulled a chair out for her to take a seat next to him.
 
   “How is he?” Amane asked anxiously.
 
   “He is sleeping a profoundly deep sleep,” she answered, as Amane poured a mug of warm red tea for her.  She held the mug with both hands and sipped from it with her eyes closed.
 
   “That is so good.  Thank you,” she told Amane.
 
   “Thank you for going with me last night. If you hadn’t, he would have been dead,” she said.
 
   “But I thought he was dead,” Tarry interrupted.
 
   “Of course he was.  That’s what an arrow through your skull will do,” Amane said again.
 
   “His body was dead.  His spirit lived on.  He came down and possessed my body, and used my body, my energy, and Amane’s energy to manipulate his body back to life,” she said.  It had been an extraordinary experience, wonderful in its results, but terrifying to carry out; she hoped she would never feel anything like it again.
 
   “And he’s going to be okay now?” Tarry asked.
 
   Andi hesitated.  He wasn’t going to be the same; something told her that with certainty.
 
   “He told me he needs to rest for a long time.  One time he was in a coma for weeks after he fought a demon,” she said, calling upon one of those strange memories of Alec’s that she had retained from the time they had shared his body.
 
   “You look so tired,” Amane said sympathetically.  “Would you like to go rest?  You can have that room in the east wing as a place to nap; no one else is using it,” he told her.
 
   Andi considered the offer.  She felt uneasy about leaving Alec’s side, yet she knew there was nothing she could do for him besides basic nursing activities to tend to his body.  “Yes, thank you.  A nap would help.”
 
   “And when you feel you need some exercise, let me know.  You owe me a rematch from that bout we were in the middle of last night when you went running out,” Amane said.  “Tarry, you’ve got to knock blades with this girl; she uses both left and right hands without a bit of a change in skill!”
 
   “Do I?” Andi asked in wonder.
 
   “Listen to you being so modest!” Amane said, just as a servant came to the door.
 
   “Sir, the prince wishes to see you,” the servant said.
 
   “Excuse me,” Amane said as he stood.  “I imagine this will be related to last night’s events.
 
   “Go get some sleep Andi.  Tarry will arrange for a nurse to sit with Alec, won’t you old boy?” Amane asked.
 
   “Go on.  Of course,” the older brother said, and they each went their ways.
 
   Later that day at lunch, Amane and Tarry spoke.  “The prince reports that half a dozen girls were taken last night.  The only place there was any successful resistance was where Alec fought them and saved the one girl.
 
   “He’s furious.  He wants his citizens protected.  He’s grateful for what Alec and Andi did, but he wants the others back,” Amane recounted.
 
   “From everything you say, I think he’ll get his wish once Alec awakens,” Tarry answered.
 
   “We just need to wait for Alec to awaken then,” Amane said.  “And then the rescue will begin.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   
 
 
 
    
 
   A selection from The Journey Home, Book 10,  the final volume of the Ingenairii Series…
 
    
 
   The return of Aja the person came as he was still in Warrior mode, running with distance-eating strides.  Her weight instantly increased his load, and he heard her voice call to him.  “Are we in a wind storm?  What’s happening Alec?”
 
   He stopped and released his powers as he knelt, and felt great weariness overcome him from the expenditure of energy.
 
   “I was running through the use of my abilities, and so we traveled quickly throughout the day,” he told his companion as he unstrapped her.
 
   “Am I a hindrance by returning to this form?” she asked with anxiety in her mobile and expressive face.
 
   No Aja, you’re not a hindrance.  I’m in need of rest, so it’s timely that you’ve arrived to remind me to reduce the stress on my body,” he replied.
 
   Aja leaned over and kissed his cheek.  “Thank you.  How far have we come today?”
 
   Alec computed.  “The land has been gentle and the road has been clear.  We’ve come perhaps fifty or sixty miles today.  It’s enough to make me pleased.  We can walk on a bit more, and chat until it’s time to settle in,” he told her and they began to walk together.  Aja filled Alec in with her report on the little that she had seen the previous night, while Alec described the things he had passed during the day.
 
   “That’s the thing that made me leave Erwin.  I could never stop asking about what the day had been like, and he grew so tired of answering my questions.   He just wanted me to do,” she hesitated before completing the sentence, “what he wanted,” she said, revealing a sadness Alec had not seen in her before.  “Well, that was one of the things,” she amended.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked before Alec could try to frame a comforting comment, and he looked ahead at a small cluster of lights.
 
   “It’s probably a village,” he told her.  “There are too many lights to just be a farmstead.”
 
   They continued on, and in a few minutes entered the environs of the cluster of buildings, including a tavern that seemed to bustle with all the occupants in the region, judging from the amount of noise that it emitted.
 
   “Oh, can we go in, please?” Aja asked Alec.  “I’d so love to see so many people together.”
 
   Alec thought about the small clutch of coins that Kendra had given him as a departing gift to help with their travels.  It was little enough to stretch over many days, but he wanted to please the girl who was so excited by new experiences, and the hope of a warm meal also appealed to him.
 
   “We’ll get a bite to eat,” Alec agreed, and they entered the door of the building, and stopped to look at the interior, where the only two available seats Alec could see were jammed in a corner by a counter where a group of men were drinking large tankards of beer.  The air was smoky and the room was noisy as Alec took a deep breath and plunged into the crowd, holding Aja’s hand tightly as he led her to the counter seats and placed her in the seat against the wall, while he took a seat next to a beefy man who he judged to be a farmer.
 
   He noticed Aja rubbing her buttocks vigorously.  “Someone pinched me back there!” she told Alec.
 
   He grinned and shook his head, then leaned in close to her and whispered in her ear as his hand gently released his Healing energy to take away the ache, “I’m sorry.  You’ll be safe back here in the corner, and I’ll give you better protection on the way out if the courtesy of the house doesn’t appear better.”
 
   She gave him a grateful smile, as a serving man behind the counter tapped him from behind.
 
   “We’ll have a bowl of stew and a mug of redberry,” Alec told the man.  “What do you want?” he asked Aja.
 
   “Oh, nothing for me Alec.  I just like to see the people.  Maybe I’ll have a taste of your food,” she said, and the waiter left as soon as Alec fished out two copper pence to pay in advance.
 
   “You’re either brave or stupid,” the farmer said to Alec a moment later.
 
   “Why’s that?” Alec asked, turning to look at the man, hoping it was meant to be the start of a joke, and not a threat of some kind.
 
   “You bring a girl that pretty into this place and you’re going to have to fight at least a half dozen men to be the one to leave with her,” the farmer warned.  “And I’m not sure you look big enough to work your way through that many fights.”
 
   Alec relaxed.  “If it’s just fights, we’ll be fine,” he replied.  “I’ll tell them they have to fight you to get to me,” he slapped the man’s arm with a smile, hoping to defuse any tension.
 
   “That’ll buy you a little time, but you’ll need to go fast when the time comes,” his neighbor agreed congenially.
 
   Alec’s bowl and mug arrived then, and he turned towards the food and Aja.  The girl’s shifted her own attention from observing the crowd to huddling her head with Alec’s.
 
   “People must be friendly here,” she observed, as Alec offered her his mug of juice.  “A lot of men are looking at us.”
 
   “This is nice,” she said of the juice.  “Not as good as water, but better than the wine and ale Erwin always wanted me to drink.”
 
   She only tasted the gravy of Alec’s stew and decided she had no desire for more, leaving him to sit and eat his bowl of food as he turned to look at the crowd in the tavern.   There were a few men who looked at Aja constantly, and many who looked at her from time to time, but Alec saw nothing that made him worry.  As he finished gobbling down his meal he heard with surprise as Aja started to sing a song.  It was a song that he’d never heard before, but the tune and the words were clearly appropriate for a tavern minstrel to entertain a house with.
 
   Those who sat in their immediate vicinity quickly quieted down, and the circle of listeners spread quickly around the room, as Aja stood up, and began to clap her hands to the tempo of the music, quickly leading the customers to oblige her and follow.  The serving man came up behind Alec and tapped him urgently on the shoulder.  “The master of the house says we’re not going to pay your bird, and there’s no begging allowed neither,” he explained with a significant look.
 
   “She’s just singing because she likes to sing.  I can tell her and the crowd that you told her to stop.  Would you like me to do that?” Alec challenged him.
 
   “No!  There’s no reason to be hasty.  I’ll go tell the master,” the servant said hurriedly, and he left.
 
   Aja’s song ended, and the crowd immediately applauded the beauty of her voice, then began to call for more.
 
   “Where did you learn that?” Alec asked her, leaning in to her and practically shouting in her ear.
 
   She turned and shouted something back, but Alec could not hear the reply, and then she smiled at him, turned back to the crowd, and pushed herself up so that she was sitting on the counter, now taller and more visible than she had been before, and started into another rousing tune.
 
   Minutes later she finished her third ballad, and then changed the tempo, singing softly, a gentle lullaby tune that a mother might sing to a baby.  It quieted the crowd profoundly, as every ear in the house listened to the words of love that she crooned.  When Aja finished her gentle melody the room was profoundly silent once again, then more applause, in a thoughtful and respectful manner, circled around the room.
 
   “Oh Alec!  This has been so much fun!” she told him with shining eyes, leaning down to speak into his ear.  “But you probably want to start walking again, don’t you?” she cradled his head in her hands affectionately.
 
   He nodded his head.  “We do need to go, but we’ll do this again the next chance we have, okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, my lord Alec,” she told him, and gave him an appreciative kiss, at which the tavern broke into raucous commentary and applause.
 
   “We’re leaving now friends, but thank you for sharing your tavern with us tonight,” Alec shouted as he stood, to a chorus of boos and shouts.
 
   A half dozen men all in a cluster around a pair of tables in the middle of the room stood up, and a nervous silence descended over the room.  “You can leave, but the songbird will stay and sing for us, beardless boy,” their apparent leader told Alec.
 
   The man had a long, bushy beard, and Alec suddenly recognized that all the other men who stood up also had beards.  In fact, he realized, every man but the serving boys and Alec himself had a beard in the house.
 
   There was no point in trying to talk his way out of the situation, Alec concluded.  He seized his Spirit energy to establish the buffer he had learned to construct between energy streams when he practiced multiple forms of the ingenaire energies.  He then called upon his Air powers and his Healer powers.
 
   “Fellows, let us leave together in peace, and there will be no trouble,” he warned, standing in front of Aja.
 
   The bearded leader of the standing gang laughed loudly, then uttered an epithet.
 
   As soon as he did, Alec created a disk of air that lifted all six of the men into the air, and slammed them against the ceiling.  The rest of the crowd stared at the men above them, and stared at Alec, then began to scramble for the corners and the exits.
 
   “Come along Aja,” Alec said quietly, and he led the way to where the men floated above the room.  They all looked at him, bug-eyed with fear, their faces red.
 
   “We didn’t mean anything, great one,” one of the followers said.
 
   Alec created a second disk of air, and raised himself above the floor, so that he could reach out and touch each man, then did so, one by one, releasing his healing powers so that a powerful surge in hormones developed in the men’s face’s momentarily, and their beards fell out in heavy, dark showers that hit the floor in piles beneath them, revealing pale smooth cheeks and chins on them all, and depriving them of the sign of manhood that entitled them to bully others.
 
   Without speaking, Alec lowered himself to the floor, and escorted Aja to the main door, then allowed his Air energies to lower the antagonists to the ground.  Still silent, Alec looked around the room at the witnesses who cowered in the corners, behind tables, and along the other exit hallways.   He smiled, and then escorted Aja out into the darkness of the village street.
 
   “Let’s hurry away from here,” he urged her, and the couple broke into a gentle jog for the next half hour, until Alec grew tired and slowed down to a brisk walk, his hands on his hips.
 
   “I can’t imagine there was any real reason to worry about being followed,” Aja said a minute later, breathing heavily.  “There aren’t any fools likely to try to follow a man who does the things you did back there,” she looked at him sidelong.
 
   “No, but they’d follow a girl as pretty as you,” he said with a smile, also struggling to catch his breath.
 
   “Well, aren’t you gallant?” she laughed.
 
   “That was going so well, up to the end,” she added.  “You’re probably reconsidering the likelihood of letting me sing again, aren’t you?”
 
   Alec looked at the mournful regret Aja expressed.  “We can probably manage to work something out,” he reached over and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her into a hug that he found surprisingly pleasant to maintain as they walked silently along the road in the countryside.
 
   “I’m sorry to leave you alone at night when I fall asleep,” he told her just a little later as he rolled himself up against a fallen log in a small wood lot.
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