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   [bookmark: Start]"Jake!"
 
   Jake Thomas winced at the angry tone of the voice that called out across the open area behind him.  He had hoped beyond hope that Donald would not hear about the call, but it was clear that he had.  He had not seen him at break between second and third periods.  He thought that he was in the clear as he approached the picnic tables that were scattered around the outside of the cafeteria.  With the late spring weather in full force, he and his friends, Matt Thompson and Sean Bailey, usually ate their lunches outside.  As Matt said, it gave them "opportunities to survey their options", which meant they could check out most of the girls walking around.  They were waiting for him on the far side of the tables.
 
   Jake stood a little over five eleven, with an athletic body, having broad shoulders and a narrower waist.  He had played several sports throughout school, as well as working out at the local health club.  Despite his best efforts in the gym, he always felt he was on the skinny side, which annoyed him to no end, despite comments to the contrary from some of his female friends.  The girls would tell him he was handsome, with his lean face, light brown hair and deep-set blue eyes.  He would, of course, get a bit embarrassed by those comments, making him wish he could be cool and collected around the opposite sex.
 
   He had maintained excellent grades through his four years in high school, involved himself in several after-school activities, and enjoyed math and science.  After graduation, he planned to study engineering or one of the sciences.  He was waiting to hear back if he was going to get into a good college, since he did not get accepted into the Air Force Academy.  He had been really disappointed when he did not get in, feeling he had let down his dad, who had served in the Army, even though his father had been nothing but sympathetic and supportive.
 
   Despite the obvious geek factor, he was a fairly popular guy, as his activities had enabled him to get to know people in most of the social circles that made up high school.  As Matt had said, he seemed to have the knack to get along with everyone.  Well, almost everyone.  He blew out his breath and straightened his shoulders as he turned around to face Donald Drake.
 
   "Just great..."  He thought.  Donald was coming up to him, face angry, fists clenched.  Donald was only about an inch taller than Jake, though more heavily muscled.  Jake was sure that the girls found him attractive with his close-cut sandy blond hair and brown eyes.  Of course, his father being one of the richest men in town did not hurt, either.  
 
   He had a couple of friends with him, John Stone and Robert Sheldon.  Jake knew both of them from freshman football and used to get along with them.  That was until Jake stopped playing football after he had injured his knee while camping the summer before his sophomore year and they started to hang out with Donald.
 
   Donald was a different story, though. They had known each other for years and had never really liked each other.  They had gone to the same elementary school where Donald used to needle Jake constantly.  When they played one Little League season together, Donald always seemed to have some crappy little comment ready when Jake dropped a ball or missed a swing.  Even when they went to the same church for a while, Jake had to endure some sort of smack talking from Donald.
 
   They ran in different circles here at high school, which was fine with Jake.  Unfortunately, not much had changed.  He still thought Donald was a prick, definitely stuck on himself and always flaunting his father's money.  Donald made it a point to go out of his way to embarrass Jake, especially around girls, always throwing out digs and snide comments.
 
   They had exchanged some angry words at a homecoming party last fall after Donald, in front of everyone, had brought up Jake's inexperience with girls.  He had mocked Jake's awkwardness when he had attempted to strike up a conversation with Sabrina Bollen.  Their friends had separated them before it came to blows and, since then, they had only exchanged glares.
 
   "I heard about your little phone call."  Donald said loud enough for everyone within twenty feet to hear.  Heads turned to see what was happening.  "Sabrina is my girlfriend now, you little prick.  Stay away from her or I will kick the crap out of your sorry ass."
 
   "Dude, I didn't know you were dating her."  Jake responded, keeping his hands to his sides and trying to stay calm.  "If I had, I wouldn't have asked her to Senior Prom.  Chill out, it wasn't a big deal."
 
   "I think someone trying to poach my girlfriend is a big deal.  You heard me; stay away from her or you will be spending prom in the hospital."  Donald replied, glaring at Jake.
 
   "It is going to a bit hard to stay away from her since I have her in two periods."  Jake replied sarcastically, feeling trapped between his desire to get out of this without fighting and not being seen as a coward with all of his classmates watching.  "What do expect me to do...act as if she is not there?  Man, I said I didn't know that you two were dating.  Move on, it's over."
 
   "You have a smart mouth, asshole."  Donald spat as he took a step forward, fists rising.  "Let's do this."
 
   Jake stepped back, as John and Robert moved to block off his ability to move right or left, mind racing to figure out how he was going to get out of this.  Despite not wanting to look the coward, he was unsure about his ability to fight one person, let alone three opponents.  He was also aware that all of the eyes around the picnic area were on him.  He did not want to look like a wuss by running away, but wasn't sure if getting beat up in front of all of his classmates would be any better.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Jake saw someone move up next to him.  The person spoke.  "You want to mess with someone three-on-one, how about giving me a try?"  Jake recognized Michael Yount's voice.
 
   Mike, as he preferred to be called, had once been a close friend of Jake's.  He was a little shorter than Jake, but very muscular.  Mike and Jake had played youth and freshman football together.  Even then, Mike had been built and always seemed to be the strongest and toughest guy in the group.
 
   Jake could still vividly remember the hit Mike laid on him in freshman football.  They were running some full contact drills at practice when Jake was given the ball on offense and Mike was playing linebacker.  Jake had come out of the backfield and slipped around the edge of the line.  The quarterback saw that and threw to Jake.  He caught the ball and turned upfield.  He had only taken a couple of steps when he felt like he had been hit in the side by a truck.  One moment he was running; the next he was on the ground, laying on his side, sucking for air.  Through the sweat, dirt and grass in his eyes, he saw Mike standing over him.  Mike stood there grinning until he realized that Jake was hurt.  After that, Mike had appointed himself Jake's mother hen while his bruised ribs healed.  If Mike thought that anyone hit Jake too hard, he let them know.  For a while, the hits were half-hearted at best; the defenders had one eye on Jake and one on Mike.
 
   Unfortunately, ever since his dad died unexpectedly the summer before their junior year, Mike had drifted away from Jake and the other guys with whom he had played football.  He began to skip classes and got into a couple of fights after school.  In one fight, he had knocked the guy cold with one punch.  He had gone to juvenile hall for about a month for that.  Once he returned, he started to spend more and more time with some of the least savory characters at school.  With his obvious strength and a sudden reputation of being willing to fight at the drop of a hat, most sane people avoided making Mike an enemy.  Luckily, he was still friendly with Jake.
 
   "This doesn't involve you, Mike, so why don't you just back..."  Donald started confidently, only to realize that John and Robert were slowly backing away.  They had played football with Mike and knew what he could do.  Mike just stood there looking at him with a slight smile on his face, slowly clenching and unclenching his fists, his muscles flexing and looking as if they were going to rip apart his short sleeved shirt.  Donald swallowed nervously.  "Look, I don't want any trouble with you.  This is between Jake and me."
 
   "Next time, why don't you just man up and do your own fighting?"  Mike replied, voice steady and firm, smile gone.  "If I catch you running up three-on-one on Jake again, then I will make this my business.  Trust me; you don't want any part of that.  Your daddy's money won't do you any good then."  A smirk crossed his face.  "I'll make sure your girlfriend is taken care of, though."
 
   Donald flushed at the last remark, but wisely bit back a reply.  He glared at Jake and said.  "This isn't over."  He turned and walked away, John and Robert sheepishly following.  The quiet that had descended on the table area broke into a multitude of voices as it seemed that everyone began speaking up all at once.
 
   "Thanks, Mike."  Jake said as he exhaled sharply.  "You know how my folks feel about me fighting, especially at school.  Not only that, I can't have something like that on my record as I'm trying to get into some good schools."  He hesitated for a moment.  "You going to college in the fall, Mike?"
 
   "No."  Mike replied shortly, face unreadable.  Then a smile reappeared.  "Did you really ask out his girl?"  Mike said with a soft chuckle.  "Your timing with the ladies has always been lousy.  Hell, if I was in his shoes, I'd probably want to kick your ass too."
 
   The smile slowly faded, his dark eyes meeting Jake's.  "Watch yourself.  That rich dickhead is used to having things his way.  If he tries anything, you let me know.  I'll teach him a lesson he won't forget."  Mike turned to head back to the gangster table.  "Peace out."
 
   Jake stared sadly after Mike for a second, regretting that their friendship had drifted apart.  He heard the guys at Mike's table give him grief about ruining a perfectly good fight.  Jake turned to head for his table and saw Matt and Sean weaving their way through the crowd that had gathered to watch the show.
 
   "Man, we didn't know you were involved or we'd have been there to back you up.  We figured it was a couple of jocks messing around."  Sean said as he came up to Jake.  "We heard it was Donald and a couple of his buddies.  What's up his ass?"
 
   Sean and Jake had been friends since grade school.  He was about Jake's height with wavy dark hair and bright blue eyes.  Even Jake had to admit that Sean was a good looking guy.  When they went swimming or to the beach, Jake found it was hard not to feel a little jealous of Sean.  He looked like a swimsuit model when he pulled off his shirt, lean and muscular.  That generally would bring the girls around; unfortunately, Sean was pretty reserved and even more awkward around girls than Jake.
 
   "I asked Sabrina to prom."  Jake replied, blushing slightly, embarrassed.  He had not told anyone, including Sean and Matt, about the call and Sabrina had promised not to say anything.  Well, that apparently did not work out.
 
   "Dude, seriously, you didn't know she was dating the Donster?"  Matt asked, a broad smile on his face.  Matt always seemed to have a smile on his face.  Jake had met Matt their freshman year in math class.  Matt was shorter than Jake and Sean and a bit on the chubby side.  His shaggy brown hair always looked like he did not own a comb; it was always hanging down in his glasses.  Matt's personality was the opposite of Sean's in that he was anything but shy.  He acted as if he did not have an off switch; he always had something to say, most of the time trying to be funny.  In fact, Jake could not remember if Matt had ever been quiet for more than a couple of minutes.
 
   "You've actually got to use the Facebook account I set up for you."  Matt continued.  "I saw that she had changed her status and posted about it a couple of weeks ago.  When you said you were going to ask someone to prom, I figured it was Tina."
 
   Tina Rostell was one of Jake's chemistry lab partners and had a not-so-secret thing for him.  They had drunkenly made out at Matt's house a couple of months ago when his folks were out of town.  Matt had invited about twenty people over and, naturally, they had gotten into his dad's liquor cabinet.  Several drinking games later, Jake had found himself with Tina in the spare bedroom on a dare and things just seemed to happen.  If not for the intervention of the group, banging on the door and shouting suggestions, Jake was not sure where it would have stopped.  Despite trying to make a joke out of it since, it was pretty obvious that Tina would like to have a second go.
 
   The problem for Jake was that he liked Tina.  She was smart and attractive, with short, dark hair and brown eyes, her petite body slender and fit from running cross-country and track.  Jake really liked that she had a sunny disposition, always smiling and joking.  But Jake's only real love interest for the last year was Sabrina.
 
   "You think he is going to keep at you?"  Sean asked, sounding worried, referring to Donald.  "Let me give you ride home after school."
 
   Sean always had a protective streak in him, even when they were kids.  Of course, Jake thought, having trained in martial arts since he was about seven, Sean could actually protect someone.  Jake had gone to a couple of Sean's classes and found out that he was a bit of a badass, fast and strong.  Not many people knew that about him; it was not something that Sean talked much about.
 
   "That may not be a bad idea."  Jake replied, thinking that, given the day's events, maybe erring on the side of caution would be the prudent course.  Jake's car was still in the shop with electrical problems, so his mom had been dropping him off in the morning and Jake would walk the couple of miles to his home, located just outside of town, after school.  It was not so bad, as the weather was nice.
 
   "Dudes, the lunch period is a wasting.  Let get back to the table and eat."  Matt said.  They went over to the table where Matt and Sean had been sitting.  At Matt's prompting, Jake recounted his call with Sabrina.
 
   That brought the conversation back around to what Jake should do about Donald.  Sean wanted Jake to avoid Donald and never go anywhere without him, despite the impracticality of that.  Matt's suggestions, of course, were not serious and soon became more and more outrageous.  Before they knew it, they were laughing about it and Jake started to feel better.
 
   When the bell rang to signal the end of lunch, the three friends headed towards the classrooms together.  Sean had English for fifth period while Jake and Matt had chemistry together.  Sean walked with Jake and Matt to their classroom.  "You want me to meet you at your class after sixth period?"  He asked.
 
   "No, I'll meet you at your car."  Jake replied.  He saw a look of doubt on Sean's face.  "Don't worry.  I'm sure I'll make it there before Donald can find me."  Sean nodded and headed off to his class.
 
   Jake and Matt entered the classroom and headed for their seats in the lab.  Jake tried to ignore some of the speculative looks and whispers his classmates exchanged at the sight of him.  Jake mentioned it quietly to Matt.  Matt patted his cell phone and made a joke about the curse of modern technology.  Their seats were in the back of the lab with Matt sitting at the lab table next to Jake's.  As they approached, they saw that Tina was already at her and Jake's table, dressed in shorts and a loose blouse.
 
   "Hello, Jake.  Matt."  Tina said sweetly in greeting as they got to the tables.  She gave Jake coy smile and patted his chair next to her.  Jake felt his cheeks getting a bit hot at that, but Matt laughed out loud.
 
   "Hey, Tina."  Matt said, a broad smile on his face.  "Jake and I were just talking about the party.  You know, I think my dad still has some vodka left over and I'm sure I can find an empty bottle.  Care to come over and spin the bottle again?"
 
   "You wish."  Tina said, her face going slightly pink at the memories.  She looked over at Jake with a smile and gave him a wink.   "You know that Jake is the only one for me."  Matt laughed again.
 
   As Jake was sitting down, facing the classroom door, Sabrina walked into the room, her short sundress emphasizing her form and highlighting her legs.  Jake paused, captivated as always by Sabrina.  She was looking at her phone as she came in, a frown on her face.  To Jake, even that was attractive.
 
   She was tall, just a little shorter than Jake, and slender, with those long tan legs and just the right amount of curves.  Her face, framed by her shoulder-length blond hair, was smooth and flawless, with just a hint of a tan.  She had classic features, with her round eyes, slender nose and medium lips.  Her eyes were a rich deep blue that Jake could just sit and stare into, losing himself.  When she smiled, her white teeth catching the light, she seemed the most beautiful person ever created to Jake.  As he watched her approach, he wished he could find some way to get her away from Donald.
 
   Tina's exasperated sigh brought Jake back from his thoughts and he sat down.  He glanced at Matt, who nodded at Sabina and smiled, a mischievous look in his eyes.  Jake shook his head no, but he could tell that Matt was going to say something regardless.
 
   To his surprise, Sabrina came right up to his table.  She nodded at Tina in greeting and looked at Jake.  "I heard about what happened at lunch.  I'm so sorry about that."  She reached out and put her hand on Jake's.  The contact was electric; he marveled at the warmth and silkiness of her skin.  "I'm going to talk with Donald about this.  It won't happen again."  She gave him a small smile.
 
   "Your concern is so touching, Sabrina."  Matt interjected sarcastically, smirking.  "First, you break poor Jake's heart by scorning his invitation to prom and then your boyfriend almost breaks everything else.  How did Donald find out anyway?  A little bird?"
 
   "You're an ass, Matt."  Sabrina said sharply, frown returning while Matt chuckled at the insult.
 
   She turned back to Jake, face serious.  "I didn't tell Donald about you asking me to prom, Jake.  I made the mistake of mentioning it to Shelly in passing this morning and she sent someone else a text, which was forwarded and, soon enough, Donald heard about it.  I'm so sorry."
 
   "It's ok, Sabrina.  Water under the bridge."  Jake replied, smiling, savoring the feel of Sabrina's hand on his and the slight hint of her perfume.  "It's not a big deal.  No one got hurt."  She smiled back.
 
   "Thanks, Jake.  I'll talk with Donald, though."  She gave his hand a quick pat and moved towards her seat.  Jake, smitten and enthralled, followed her with his eyes, remembering the feel of her hand and enjoying the way she moved.
 
   "Gee, Jake, you act as if you have never seen a girl before."  Tina said, interrupting Jake's thoughts.  Jake turned towards her, startled to see what looked like an angry expression on Tina's face.  Before he could comment, the look passed and Tina smiled sweetly.  "Didn't anyone ever tell you it is impolite to stare?  Especially when there are other girls present."
 
   "So you say!"  Matt said, a big smile on his face.  "Only a dead man wouldn't stare at that.  You have to admit, Tina, that Sabrina does have a great body.  It's not hard to see why ole Jake is so gaga for her."
 
   Jake sighed quietly as Matt and Tina continued to banter, his eyes drifting back over to Sabrina.  His thoughts wandered as he wistfully studied her.  How could he get her to see that Donald was bad news and he was the better choice?  What was he going to do about Donald?  Why did Tina look angry?
 
   His thoughts continued to roil in his head as the teacher came in and class began.  Despite his questions, one thing he hoped for was that he would get out of today without any more drama.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter2]Chapter Two
 
   The bell sounding the end of sixth period and the school day shook Jake out of his daydream of him and Sabrina together, Donald having been pushed out of the picture.  His civics teacher had been droning on about the federalism and Jake's mind had wandered, remembering Sabrina's touch earlier, her perfume still on his hand.
 
   He cleared off his desk, gathered his things, shoved them in his backpack and headed out the door.  He was still in a slightly absent-minded state, remembering the pleasures of his daydream, as he entered the press of other students in the hallway.  He had taken a few steps when he noticed some of the other students watching him and then looking around.
 
   "Crap!"  He thought.  "They're looking to see if Donald is around."  He shook off the effects of the daydream and began subtly glancing around for Donald.  He tried to stay cool, nodding and briefly chatting with some of his classmates, as he dropped off his backpack in his locker and headed to the student parking lot to meet Sean.  Despite all of the other students around him, he felt alone and vulnerable.  Even though he hated to admit it, having Sean around would make him feel better.
 
   "Jake!"  Tina's voice came from behind him.
 
   He stopped and turned as Tina came up to him, smiling.  His mind flashed back to the two of them, intertwined, making out in the spare bedroom at Matt's house.  Remembering the feel of her body against his, he started to blush.
 
   She stopped uncomfortably close, just a few inches from him, the scent of her perfume making him blush further.  She lifted up on her toes, her left hand reaching out and resting on his right shoulder and leaned in, her hair brushing the side of his face as she whispered in his ear.  "You need to be careful.  Everyone is saying that Donald and his goons are looking for you."
 
   She giggled suddenly, stepping back, her eyes twinkling.  "You have a bit of time, though.  I passed by Sabrina's locker and she was giving him hell.  He didn't look too happy."  Her smile turned mischievous.  "Of course, if you had not just used me, then left me, none of this would be happening."
 
   "Tina...I…ah."  Jake stammered, face burning.
 
   "It's ok, I forgive you."  She paused, her face tilting to the side, taking on a mooning look, hands clasping in front of her breasts, her eyelashes fluttering at him.  "Do you still love me?"
 
   The question, though meant in jest, caught Jake off guard.  Before he could respond, Tina broke out in laughter at the look that crossed on his face.  Giggling, she came back, grabbed his head with both hands and kissed him quickly on the lips, stunning Jake more.  She stepped back, staring into his eyes, hands lightly resting on his face.
 
   "See what you are missing?"  She said quietly, grinning, eyes still sparkling.  They stood like that until they heard someone shout out "Get a room!"  Tina stepped back, her left hand reaching out to softly hold his right, her smile fading into a serious look.  "You should get going before Sabrina finishes with Donald."  A slight blush rose in her face.  "Do you need a ride home?"  She asked hesitantly.
 
   "No…Sean is giving me a ride home.  In fact, he is waiting for me right now."
 
   "Oh well, your loss.  I would have been more fun company."  She said naughtily, smile returning.  "Why don't you call me later?  If he doesn't listen to Sabrina, maybe we can think of something to get him off your back."
 
   "Ok."  Jake said, surprised by the offer.  "Thanks, Tina."  Tina gave his hand a squeeze and headed off.
 
   He was almost to the parking lot when his phone in his front pocket vibrated against his leg.  He pulled it out to see a text from Sean, saying that his mom called and he had left to go pick her up.  Sean asked if Jake wanted to hang at Sonny's for twenty minutes or so and he'd come get him.  Sonny's was the gas station and snack shack just down the street.  It also happened to be located next to a sheriff's substation.
 
   Jake thought about it for a minute.  It was probably too late to catch up with Tina.  That would also increase the risk of running into Donald or his pals.  Jake replied to Sean.  "No.  I'll just head home.  It will be ok.  I'll keep on the lookout."
 
   Jake slid his phone back into his pocket and circled around to head out of the other side of the school.  It was closer to his home and he could take some neighborhood streets for a half a mile or so.  Unless Donald caught up with him in the next couple of minutes, Jake should be able to avoid a confrontation.  He moved quickly, keeping to the edges of the buildings and watching for Donald, John or Robert.
 
   He paused at the last building, making sure the coast was clear, and then jogged across the open grassy area between the gym and Anderson Boulevard, the main street to the east of the school.  He stopped under one of the trees lining the street and looked around.  He saw no sign of Donald or his friends.  Jake sprinted across the street and entered the tree-lined streets of the Classics neighborhood.  The area was named that for the older, more ornate homes with big front yards and large mature trees.  The streets were wider than the newer neighborhoods, with more cars parked along the street.  Jake decided that those would give him some cover if Donald passed by.
 
   Jake began to relax as he made his way through the neighborhood.  It was a nice day, warm and sunny.  The shade of the trees, the quiet only interrupted by the occasional dog bark, the generally peaceful nature of the area, helped him feel more comfortable.  He altered his path as he went, taking several side streets, finally ending up at the edge of the neighborhood.  There was a path between a couple of the homes that led to an open field that bordered the backyards of the homes.  Jake could cut across the open field, far away from the roads and pop out about half a mile from his house, near the edge of the Black Hole Woods.
 
   He walked down the path, waving at the homeowner watering his lawn, and came to the open field.  The field was covered in green grass and weeds with trees sprouting up at random points.  On the far side of the field, the trees of Black Hole Woods appeared to form a green and brown wall.  He saw a hawk slowly circling in the blue sky about the field, looking for mice or squirrels.
 
   He took out his earbuds and started his music app on his phone, then progressed at a walk, enjoying the day.  His mind began to drift back to the daydream he had about Sabrina.  As usual, her beautiful face and gorgeous body began to fill his thoughts.  To his surprise, images of Tina appeared as well.  Considering what just happened between them, it made sense, Jake thought.
 
   It took him about ten minutes to cross the field, coming up to the road that led to his home.  Across the street towered the grove of large trees that made up the Black Hole Woods.
 
   It was officially Anderson's Grove, named for one of the founders of the town who had planted the trees to cover a one hundred acre area.  Over the years, the trees had grown tall and wide, the dark green leafs forming a large canopy in the spring and summer, shading most of the ground.  However, it had taken on the name Black Hole Woods after a young man named Bruce Tilia disappeared a little over ten years ago after last being seen in the woods.
 
   According to the two guys who had last seen him, Bruce had gone into the woods and never came out.  A massive search was conducted.  The police, searchers and even the sniffer dogs could not find any trace of him, except for a scent trail that led to the large pond in the middle of the woods.  They sent in divers and dragged the bottom, but did not find any evidence of him; the trail simply ended at the pond.  The two guys were regarded with suspicion by the police, fearing foul play, but no charges were ever filed.  Talk around town mentioned a serial killer or aliens as possibilities.  Since then, most people avoided the woods.
 
   Jake had been seven when this occurred.  His home was on the other side of the woods.  He could remember his parents being worried and locking the doors at night.  They had been adamant that he was not to go into the woods or even play outside without one of them present.  They had hovered over him and his brother whenever they went outside.  But after a while, when nothing else happened, things returned to normal.
 
   Jake had never been afraid of the woods; he actually enjoyed the quiet and solitude under the trees.  He found that its reputation kept most people out, so he did not have to worry about being disturbed.
 
   Jake debated cutting through the woods, but decided to take the street.  Being this close to home had him feeling confident about his situation.  His music playing, he crossed the street and headed towards home.  His mind returned to thoughts of Sabrina and Tina, losing track of his surroundings.
 
   He was about a quarter of a mile from home, lost in his thoughts, when a car suddenly screeched to a halt next to him.  Startled out of his revelry, he spun to face the car.  As soon as he did, he recognized Donald's Lexus.
 
   The driver's door flew open and Donald jumped out.  Robert was already rounding the front of the car from the front seat while John lumbered out of the rear driver's side door.  Before he could react, Jake was surrounded on three sides with the woods behind.  Jake pulled his earbuds out and shoved them in his pocket as his mind raced to figure out what he should do.
 
   "I told you this wasn't over, asshole."  Donald said as he moved closer to Jake.  "I know you're a pussy, but to go crying to my girlfriend?  Now she is all pissed at me.  That is something else I'm going to take out of your hide."
 
   "I didn't go crying to your girlfriend.  Someone saw what happened at lunch and told her."  Jake said.  He shifted back a step and raised his hands, palms out; John and Robert moved to cut him off if he tried to run.  "Man, there is no need for this.  I told you that I didn't know you two were dating."
 
   "You should've checked."  Donald stepped within arm's length of Jake and stopped.  "You have been asking for this for a long time.  I should've kicked your ass at the party last year."
 
   Jake glanced at John and Robert, trying to see if he could get by them.  He didn't think he could and turned back towards Donald.  "Look, I don't want to fight, especially against three dudes.  Why don't                                                                                                                                                                              you…"  Jake began.  The next thing he knew, he was lying in the dirt, the left side of his face throbbing, Donald standing over him, smirk on his face, fists clenched.
 
   "That son of a bitch hit me!"  Jake thought, shocked.  His shock transformed into anger.  He pushed himself up to his knees and, before anyone could react, leapt up and charged Donald.  He ducked under Donald's arms, planting his shoulder into his chest and drove Donald backwards into the car.  The impact knocked the wind out of Donald's lungs, doubling him over.
 
   Jake took a half step back and lashed out with a right hook, attempting to knock Donald out.  His fist only made it halfway before it was violently stopped as he was yanked back by Donald's companions, each grabbing one of Jake's arms.  Jake struggled against the restraints, but could not get free.
 
   "You're going to pay for that."  Donald rasped as he caught his breath and straightened.  "Hold him."  He advanced on Jake, face angry, fists clenched.
 
   Jake continued to try to break free, anger boiling over.  "It must suck to need others to fight your battles.  Face me yourself, you pussy.  Are you afraid…?"  Jake cut off as Donald delivered a blow to his solar plexus, stunning him and knocking the wind from him.  Before Jake could move, another hard blow took him in the ribs, pain radiating into his right side.  Jake tried to avoid the next blow that went high, but, with his arms held tight, his ability to move was minimal and was hit directly in the face, his lip splitting, the hot iron taste of blood in his mouth, ears suddenly ringing.  Jake's vision went blurry from the pain and sudden tears in his eyes.  Donald's companions snickered at the sight as Donald landed another hook into Jake's ribs.
 
   Through the pain and ringing in his ears, Jake heard the sound of another vehicle stopping suddenly.  A deep voice boomed out.  "Hey, you kids knock that shit off!"
 
   Jake's arms were released, his captors moving away, and he collapsed to his knees, hands pressed down to prevent himself from falling over, blood dripping onto the ground.
 
   He looked up through his tear-stained eyes and could make out the blurry form of George Madison, the farmer who lived down the road from Jake's house, stepping away from his truck, which he had stopped in the middle of the road.
 
   "Drake, you have about two seconds to get your sorry ass and those two other knuckleheads out of here."  Mr. Madison said, voice even and stern.
 
   Mr. Madison was a tree trunk of a man.  He stood around six three, broad shouldered with a large close-shaved head and deep-set dark eyes under bushy eyebrows.  He must have weighed a good two hundred and fifty pounds.  While age had added a small layer of fat, he still seemed to be nothing more than muscle and bone.  "If you're not gone by the time I get over there, I may have to teach you boys a lesson."
 
   Even though he had always been nice to Jake and his family, Mr. Madison had a reputation around town as a dangerous man.  Years ago, he used to drink heavily and had nearly killed a man with his bare hands during a drunken rage.  He did a year–long stint in prison for that, but had become a different man since.  He was sober now and had married his wife Mary, a nurse who he met while in the hospital.  He worked hard running his farm, attended church regularly and was active in civic matters, but his dangerous reputation remained.  His face radiated that danger now.  
 
   "You can't touch me.  My father will…"  Donald began, trying not to look weak and back down.
 
   "Your father will do nothing."  Mr. Madison said flatly.  "You tell him to come see me if he has a problem with what I am apparently going to have to do."  Mr. Madison continued to approach, stretching his arms, his knuckles cracking as he curled them into tight fists, muscles cording under his hairy forearms.
 
   John reached out and grabbed Donald's arm.  "Let's go, man.  This dude's crazy.  I'm not messing with him."  He said nervously.  Robert nodded in agreement, eyes glancing around.
 
   "Your friends have some sense, Drake.  Do you?"  Mr. Madison's face seemed carved of stone, eyes hard as they stared at Donald.
 
   "Alright, we're leaving."  Donald stated, holding his hands up and moving back toward his car.  He glanced down at Jake.  "You got off easy, dick."  He snarled.  "Stay away from my girlfriend."  He and his friends got in the car, all anxiously watching Mr. Madison; Donald threw it into reverse and spun it around.  He gunned the accelerator and sped off back towards town.
 
   "You ok, Jake?"  Mr. Madison asked as he knelt next to Jake.  Jake nodded and tried to stand up, wincing at the pain in his ribs, feeling a bit light-headed.
 
   "Here, let me help you."  Jake felt Mr. Madison's strong left hand grab his left arm as the other arm wrapped around his back, hand gripping Jake's right shoulder.  Mr. Madison, surprisingly gentle, lifted Jake to his feet and helped him back to his truck and assisted him getting into the passenger side.
 
   "You look a little worse for wear.  You want me to call your folks?"  Mr. Madison asked.  Jake shook his head no.
 
   "Ok, I'll take you home."  He closed Jake's door gently, went around and climbed into the driver's side, started up the truck and turned around.
 
   "You want to tell me about it?"  Mr. Madison asked quietly.  "I can remember a few scrapes I got into when I was your age…over stupid things, mostly."
 
   Jake, suddenly aware of the tears on his checks, wiped them with the back of his hands, embarrassed, imagining Mr. Madison must think him a baby.  "I asked his girlfriend to the prom."  Jake replied.  "I didn't know they were seeing each other and he took offense.  He tried to start something earlier at school, but someone stopped him."  Fresh blood began trickling out of his lip as he spoke.
 
   "Here,…"  Mr. Madison said, handing Jake some tissues.  "…use the tissues and put some pressure on the lip.  When you get home, put an ice compress on it and your eye."  He paused for a moment as he turned down the lane to Jake's house.  "You want me to speak with your dad about this?"
 
   "No.  I'll talk to him later.  I guess I won't be able to hide this."
 
   "Alright, if that is how you want it."  He pulled into the driveway and stopped.  "Listen, Jake, there is no shame in what happened to you.  You got jumped by three guys and did what you could.  Don't let it get into your head."
 
   "I'll try.  Thanks for your help, Mr. Madison."  Jake said as he opened the door and got out gingerly, pain radiating from his ribcage.
 
   "You sure you're ok?  You need any help to get into the house?"
 
   "No.  I'm ok, Mr. Madison.  Thanks again."
 
   "If you say so, Jake.  Look, if you ever need to talk about things that you don't think you can tell your father, like fighting or some such, you can come see me."  Mr. Madison offered.  He backed out of the driveway, gave Jake a wave and left.
 
   Jake slowly walked to the front door, unlocked it and went inside.  He had an hour or so before his mom got home with Russ and Jane, his younger brother and sister.  He headed through the living room, dining room and kitchen, turned down the hallway next to the bathroom and went straight to his bedroom.
 
   He pulled his phone out of his pants and saw that he had a message from Sean.  He opened it and saw that Sean had asked - "You get home ok?"  He did not feel like discussing what happened yet, so he sent a reply – "No problems."  He plugged his phone into the speaker dock next to his bed.  He took off his clothes, went to the laundry room and tossed them in the washer, then headed to the shower.
 
   He kept the shower cold as it seemed to help with the pain in his ribs.  He carefully rinsed the blood off of his face, trying to avoid getting his lip bleeding again.  He could tell that his left eye was swelling.  He got out and gingerly dried off, wrapping the towel around his waist.  He went to the mirror and stared at his reflection, seeing that he was a mess.  His cheek and the skin around his left eye were swollen and starting to change color, his lip split in an angry looking cut, blood trickling out.  He grabbed some tissue and put pressure on his lip.  After a minute or two, he gently removed the tissue and threw the bloody remnants into the toilet and flushed them down.
 
   Wrapped in a towel, he went to the kitchen and grabbed some ice and aspirin.  He popped the aspirin, then wrapped the ice in a dishcloth and returned to his room.  He closed the door and pulled up his music on his phone, selecting the soft mix he liked when he wanted to relax.  He slowly laid down on his bed, shifting to get comfortable.  He rested the icepack on his face, trying to cover his cheek and lip.  He closed his eyes, trying to ignore the cold on his face and the pain in his ribs, and drifted off into a fitful rest.
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   Jake jolted awake up at the sound of the knock on his door.  He winced as the sudden movement reignited the pain in his side.  His face felt painful, tight and swollen, but also very wet.  The ice in his icepack had melted, soaking the towel and draining onto his pillow.  He sat up as the knock came again, grasping his side.
 
   "Jake, are you alright?"  His mother's voice came through the door.  "Dinner is almost ready."  He heard the doorknob start to turn.
 
   "I'm fine, Mom."  Jake said quickly.  "Stay out.  I'm not dressed.  I'll be out in a couple of minutes."
 
   "Ok.  Food will on the table in five minutes."  He heard his mother move away.
 
   Jake stood up slowly and glanced down at his ribs.  He could see the purple and yellow bruising where he had been hit.  He brought up his hand and tentatively felt along his ribcage.  His ribs were tender, but he did not think any were broken.
 
   He walked over to his dresser, dropping his towel and grabbed his clothes.  He felt like an old man as he struggled to dress without generating more pain.  He dressed in his sweatpants, a t-shirt and his hooded sweatshirt.  He grabbed some socks and went back to sit on the bed to put them on, along with his tennis shoes that were on the floor next to the bed.  Bending over to get his socks and shoes on caused his head to throb.  Finally finished, he straightened slowly and paused for a moment, trying to think of what he should say.
 
   He debated creating a false story; maybe he could try and pass it off as if he fell off his bike or had some clumsy accident while messing around.  His mind raced with the idea, thinking he could avoid the sure-to-be high drama with his folks.  Unfortunately, the fact that Mr. Madison knew what had happened foreclosed that possibility.  As much as he expected the next hour or so to be uncomfortable, he knew that telling the truth now would be better than his parents catching him in a lie later.  Through the pain in his head, he tried to anticipate what his parents would say and figure out what he should say to minimize dragging this out.
 
   While his parents were generally understanding about things, he knew that his mother Cheryl's reaction would be the one that would determine what came next.  She was definitely the more protective and emotional of the two.  She had stayed home when he and his siblings were young and now only worked part-time so she could be available for the after-school activities.  She was very demonstrative in showing affection; she was always hugging, touching or kissing her children.  She tended to make a big deal over minor injuries, so Jake knew she would probably lose her mind over this.  Realizing that this was probably going to be a big emotional scene with his mother, Jake hoped that his father would act as a calming element.
 
   His father, Dan, tended to be the opposite of his mother in temperament.  No matter the situation, he generally stayed calm and spoke quietly and evenly.  Jake could only remember a couple of times where he heard his father raise his voice at him, his brother or sister.  While he did not physically show his affection often, he was usually full of praise and support for his children.  This carried over into the other areas of his life.  He ran a small software development company in town and was well-liked by his employees for his calm and warm personality.
 
   Figuring that he should probably get this over with, Jake took a deep breath, stood and opened his door slowly.  He could hear the sounds of his family talking in the kitchen area, but no one was in the hallway.  He made his way to the bathroom and went in.  When he got to the mirror, he knew that the small hope he had was gone; he would not be able to hide this from his parents.  His left eye was swollen, a dark purple that spread down into his cheek. His lip had also become swollen with a large clump of dried blood crusting the area where it was split.  
 
   As he stood staring at the damage to his face, he felt both anger and frustration rise up in him.  By tomorrow, everyone at school would know that he had let Donald get the best of him.  He imagined several different ways he could turn this to his advantage or get back at Donald, but he knew that they were unlikely to happen.  He also wished he could skip school for a couple of days, but, knowing his dad, that was not going to happen.  Realizing that he would have to go to school looking like a used piñata for all to see just made him angrier.  Knowing that he had to calm down before he spoke with his parents, he closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, trying to release his anger.  He was not sure he succeeded; he was in a mood when he left the bathroom.
 
   Steeling himself, he walked into the kitchen.  His mother had her back to him, preparing a dish.  His brother and sister were already sitting down, his father at the head of the table.  His father's chair faced the kitchen, so he was the first to see Jake as he walked in.  His only obvious reaction was that his eyes widened slightly at the sight.
 
   "What happened, Jake?"  His father asked calmly, standing up.  "Did you fall off the roof or something?"  Russ and Jane looked over and gasped.
 
   His mother, hearing the question and the reaction, stopped what she was doing and turned to Jake.  She gave a low cry and ran over to him, gently reaching out and holding his face.  Her eyes were full of worry.
 
   "What happened to you?"  She said, her voice rising.  "How did this happen?  Are you ok?  Dan, should we take him to the hospital?"  Jake could tell that his mother was not going to take this well.
 
   "Mom, I'm alright."  Jake replied, trying to mimic his father and stay calm.  "A guy and I just got into a disagreement after school, that's all."
 
   "Who did this?"  His mother asked fiercely, her fingers tightening on his face.  Jake saw anger replace concern in her eyes.
 
   "It doesn't matter, Mom.  It's over."  Jake said shortly, his own anger returning, responding to his mother's emotion.
 
   "It is definitely not over, Jake!"  His mother replied loudly.  "You are not going anywhere until you tell me who did this to you!"
 
   "Why?  What are your going to do, call the cops?"  He replied, voice rising.  He jerked his head out of his mother's hands and stepped back, wincing at the pain the sudden movement.  "Great, Mom; that's all I need!  It is bad enough I got beat up; I'm not going to be that guy who has to hide behind his mom!  Do you want me to have a reputation of being a freaking momma's boy?!  Just leave it alone and butt the hell out!"  His mother raised a hand to her mouth, stung by Jake's words.  Jake, almost quivering with his anger, spun and stormed back to his room, slamming the door behind him.
 
   He paced back and forth, his anger overcoming the pain from his injuries.  He could feel the pressure of his emotions building in his chest; he needed to go outside and get some air.  He grabbed his phone and earbuds and shoved them into his sweatshirt pocket.  He spun around to leave when his door opened suddenly.  His father stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.
 
   "Sit down, Jake."  His father said firmly, face stern, eyes angry.
 
   Seeing that his father was in no mood for debate, Jake quelled the sudden rebellious impulse that rose up.  He went to his bed and sat down, emotions seething.
 
   His father moved to the dresser across the room and leaned back against it, arms crossed across his chest.  "I want you to tell me what happened, but I have a question first.  When did you think it became acceptable to be disrespectful to your mother?"
 
   "What?"  Jake asked, suddenly confused.  This was not the question he was expecting.
 
   "You're a smart boy; you heard me.  On what planet are you on that you thought I would ever allow you to be disrespectful to your mother?"  His father replied, staring straight at Jake, face seemingly frozen in a look of anger and disapproval.
 
   Jake, daunted by his father's mood, bit back his initial sharp reply, sure that the wrong answer or even the tone of his voice would just make this day get even worse.  He slowly blew out his breath, willing himself to be calm and tried to speak softly and evenly.
 
   "I'm sorry, Dad.  I'm just so angry about what happened.  I know I shouldn't have snapped at Mom, but she was treating me like a baby."  Jake stated as quietly as possible, watching his father's reaction.  His anger made him risk a bit more.  "She has to learn that I'm not a child anymore.  I don't need her to protect me."
 
   His father stared at him silently for a few moments, then gave a short snort, his lips twitching slightly, and spoke.  "Good luck with that."  He moved over to the bed and sat down next to Jake.  He put his arm around his son's shoulders.  "Listen, Jake.  I know that you have had a bad day, but your mother and I will always be concerned for you, Russ and Jane.  We only want the best for you kids.  I hope you know that.  I'm sure when we are old and you are a man with a family of your own, your mom will still try to baby you.  The sooner you realize that, the easier it will be."
 
   "Yes, Dad."  Jake said.
 
   "Now, in spite of what you think of your mom's over-protectiveness, you had no right to take out your anger on her.  Do you understand me?"  His father finished in a tone that expected nothing other than an answer of yes.
 
   "Yes, Dad."  Jake replied again.
 
   His father relaxed slightly.  "Now, tell me what happened."
 
   Jake told his father about the day's events, recounting everything that had occurred.  When he recalled the confrontation at school, his father seemed surprised that Mike came to Jake's rescue.
 
   "I'm glad to hear that Michael did that."  His father always called him Michael.  "I know he has had a tough time since his dad died.  He has made some very bad choices in friends and behavior.  Hopefully, he can get back on the right path."  His father's voice seemed a bit sad.  "Go on."
 
   Jake continued with his encounter with Tina and the missed ride with Sean.  He told him about his plan to avoid Donald on the way home, but that it ended with the fight outside the woods.  He finished with how Mr. Madison stopped the fight and brought him home.
 
   "I'm glad he showed up when he did.  I'll have to go over and thank George for his help."  His father paused for a second.  "So this all started over a girl?  This Sabrina?"
 
   "It's not her fault."  Jake said quickly and defensively.  "Donald is just a prick, that's all.  He is so..." 
 
   "I didn't say it was her fault, Jake."  His father interrupted, giving Jake's shoulder a squeeze.  "I'm more concerned about how this is going to end.  Clearly, you and Donald are never going to be friends, but how do you see this playing out?"
 
   "What do you mean?"  Jake asked.
 
   "You know what I mean.  Are your mom and I going to have to worry about you every time you leave whether you are going to be fighting or worse?  This can't continue, Jake."  His father said firmly.
 
   "Yeah, but if I just let it drop, everyone will think I'm afraid of him."  Jake replied.
 
   "So?"  His father asked.
 
   "So?  So?!"  Jake said incredulously.  "Dad, be real.  I don't want to be seen as a big coward that people can push around."
 
   "Look, Jake."  His father sighed.   "I'm not asking you to be a coward or to allow others to pick on you.  I just want you to think these things through.  I want you to look at courage in a different way.  I know that walking away from a fight can seem to be the hardest thing to do at your age, but as the saying goes, 'discretion is the better part of valor'.  Look, I hope you are able to live your life without having to fight anyone, but if you have to fight, just be sure you are fighting for something more than just your pride."
 
   "Dad, you don't understand..."
 
   "Son, I understand."  His father interrupted.  "Don't you think that I sometimes feel the urge to rap someone upside their head?  However, as you get older, you will realize that letting some things go is better for your health.  It doesn't mean you are a coward."
 
   "So, you are saying to never fight."  Jake replied stubbornly.
 
   "No, Jake.  I'm asking that, if you have to, you should always fight for something important, not over silly stuff like what other people think."  His father paused.  "Look, I try to live and let live, but if someone tried to hurt your mom or you kids, I would do everything in my power to stop them, even if it meant having to kill them or it cost me my own life."  He said, his voice turning harder as he spoke. 
 
   Jake, startled by the sudden passion in his father's voice, looked over at his face.  He was surprised to see something in his father that he had never seen before: dangerousness.  As his father imagined someone threatening his family, his body and face had tightened and his eyes were full of dark thoughts.  Jake was taken aback and a bit awed by this side of his father.  His father noticed his look and gave himself a little shake.
 
   He smiled ruefully.  "Well, hopefully, we'll never have to cross that line.  You understand what I am trying to say here, Jake?"  Jake nodded.
 
   His father's expression turned serious.  "Jake, I'm going to call Donald's father."  He held up a hand when Jake began to protest.  "No arguments.  We'll discuss what happened and how to make sure it does not happen again.  Am I understood?"
 
   "Yes, Dad."
 
   "Good."  His father smiled again.  "Let's talk about something else.  Tell me about this girl you like so much."
 
   Caught up in the closeness he felt with his father at the moment, Jake surprised himself by talking about his feelings for Sabrina.  He had never really spoken of this to his parents.
 
   "Well, Jake, I know you think your old man was born old, but believe it or not, I was your age once.  One of the things I learned from that time was that it's exciting to have these feelings and desires for someone else, but you should be sure that the feeling is returned.  Otherwise, you'll just drive yourself crazy for no good purpose.  Trust me, I know."  His father paused, a small smile on his face, eyes distant, accessing some memory.  He shook his head slightly and looked his son in the face.  "Do you know if Sabrina even feels the same way about you?  She is dating Donald, after all."
 
   "Well, I never really asked her."  Jake replied, feeling a little sheepish.  "She seems to like me."
 
   "I know that you don't want to hear this, but 'like' is a long way from where you want this to be.  You should be sure of her feelings before you commit so much effort in your pursuit.  You may just miss other opportunities."  His father paused.  "What about this Tina?  She clearly seems to like you as more than a friend.  Honestly, she sounds like a kick in the pants to me."
 
   "She's fun to be around, Dad, but she is not Sabrina.  I mean, if you saw Sabrina, you would understand."
 
   His father shook his head, bemused by that answer.  "I guess you'll have to learn the hard way.  Just remember that your old man warned you."
 
   His father stood up and opened the door.  He glanced back at Jake.  "Don't forget.  You owe your mother an apology.  One last bit of fatherly advice: The quicker you do it, the better off you will be."  His father headed back towards the kitchen.
 
   Jake sat on the bed for a minute or so, thinking about what his father had said, feeling somewhat better, then got up and left his room.  He entered the kitchen and saw that his father had sat back down at the table, his brother and sister both talking to him at once.  His mother was still in the kitchen, spooning some extra potatoes into a bowl.  She looked at Jake and gave him a warm smile.  Seeing that as he approached her, Jake felt guilty for having shouted at her.
 
   "I'm sorry I yelled at you, Mom."  Jake said quietly.  "I've had a pretty crappy day."
 
   His mother reached out and pulled him into a fierce hug.  His sore ribs protested against the pressure of her embrace.  "That's ok, Jake.  I love you and am just so worried for you."  She released him, reached up and lightly touched his swollen eye.  "Are you sure you are ok?  That looks bad, honey."
 
   "I'm fine, Mom.  It looks worse that it feels."  Jake lied.
 
   "If you say so, Jake."  She gave him another quick hug and turned back to the potatoes.  "Why don't you go sit down and get something to eat."
 
   "I'm not hungry, Mom.  I just want to head outside and get some fresh air to clear my head."
 
   His mother frowned at that, but said.  "Ok, sweetheart, I'll make a plate for you.  Don't be too long."
 
   Jake headed out the back door, grateful for the cool night air.  After all of the conflicting emotions he had just gone through, he felt the need for the solitude of the woods.  He paused for a moment, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness and then began moving towards the woods.
 
   The almost-full moon, in a cloudless sky, was bathing the ground in a faint silvery light, allowing Jake to see where he was going.  As he reached the edge of the woods, the moonlight made the shadows under the trees in the woods seem even darker.  Unconcerned, he headed in; having been in the woods many times, he was confident about his ability to navigate in the dark.
 
   He made his way through the trees to the pond.  The water seemed to sparkle as the moonlight reflected off the slight ripples that were pushed by the movement of the frogs and insects across its surface.  At the edge of the pond, a large flat rock seemed to call to Jake.  It had been placed there many years before, serving as convenient seat for enjoying the pond.  It protruded into the pond a foot or so, so people could soak their feet without having to sit in the dirt.
 
   Jake made his way to the rock and sat down.  He pulled up his hood and laid back on the rock.  He shifted a couple of times to take pressure off his ribs, finding a comfortable position.  He rested his head back and gazed up at the stars.  Once he had settled and stopped moving, the frogs around the pond resumed their calls that they had stopped at his approach.  The noise they raised started to intrude into his thoughts, so he sat up and pulled out his phone and earbuds to start his music.  He put the earbuds in and looked at his phone.
 
   As he tapped the phone to wake it up, he saw that he had received several texts.  Sighing, he opened his messages.  The first one was from Matt.  "Dude, someone posted on Facebook that you got jumped by the Donster.  Let me know."  The next was from Sean.  "Matt told me that Donald found you.  I thought you were ok?"  The last one was from Tina.  "Jake, I heard something about a fight.  Call me."
 
   Jake groaned, suddenly hating social media.  This was going to be a nightmare when he went back to school.  Everyone would know by tomorrow.  He did not feel like replying right now, so he closed out the messages and went to his playlists.  He selected his soft mix, wanting to relax.  As the first song came on, he adjusted the volume and lay back down.
 
   His thoughts drifted as he watched the stars slowly move across the sky overhead.  He thought of Sabrina, then Tina, about what he would say to his friends, how to handle the scene at school.  The rapid succession of thoughts and images slowed into a repetitive pattern of visions of Sabrina and Tina.  Soon, even those thoughts faded and he drifted off into a dreamless sleep.
 
   Some instinct startled Jake awake.  He felt a chill pass through his body and knew something was wrong.  He sat up as quickly as his injured body allowed and pulled out his earbuds.  He swiftly looked around, but only saw the shadowy outline of the trees and the moonlight dappling the ground through the breaks in the trees.  Confused, he looked all around the clearing again, this time with deliberate purpose, but saw nothing unusual.  All of the sudden, he realized what was wrong.  It was too quiet.  There were no sounds, not even the sound of the slight breeze moving in the trees.
 
   Freaked out by the silence, he started to rise to leave when he saw the flashes of light in the pond; it was not the reflections of moonlight on the water, it seemed to be coming from beneath the surface.  He moved cautiously to the edge of the rock and peered into the water, ignoring the sudden throbbing in his head.  He saw a ball of pulsing bluish-white light seeming to emanate from the bottom of the pond.  He stared at it for a couple of seconds, fascinated, concerns and injuries temporarily forgotten.  He racked his brain, but could not figure out what would be causing that to happen.
 
   With an abrupt start, he realized that he should be getting this on his camera.  He was reaching for his phone when the light suddenly pulsed brightly.  Before Jake could react, the light pulsed again and seemed to erupt noiselessly from the pond.  He tried to move, but the light quickly surrounded him, squeezing him tightly as if he was captured in a giant fist, the brightness blinding his sight.  He screamed for help, but no sound reached his ears as if the light absorbed it all.  The light flared again and he could feel warmth spread over his body.  Quicker than thought, he felt a sudden wrenching and the sensation of acceleration as if he were being pulled rapidly over an unimaginable distance.
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   Wrapped in the cocoon of light, Jake could not see or hear anything.  He knew he was still breathing and was aware of his body.  The warmth of the light filled him, but he could not feel anything other than a sense of movement.  It was as if his mind was disconnected from his body; the light was everything.
 
   Without warning, Jake was thrust back into his body as the surrounding light vibrated and shuddered.  He felt as if it had hit some sort of resistance, like a rock skipping across water.  Moments later, he felt a violent jerk and the light seemed to darken.  Streaks of the darkest black appeared in the light and seemed to whirl around like a tornado.  He could feel a coldness seeping into the light's warmth from those streaks.  The light blazed brighter and pushed the black away.  The sense of movement continued.
 
   The black came again, the violent collision stronger this time.  Jake felt the jerking start again, this time rattling him to and fro in the light.  The darkness crept back into the light.  The light flared again, but this time it could not completely overcome the black.  He had the sensation of being in the middle of a tug-a-war, with him the rope.  The jerking became more violent, its pace quickening.  Faster and faster, he was pushed and pulled, heat and cold lashing him, unable to do anything but yell silently.
 
   Suddenly, he could hear noises.  He could hear the sizzling, crackling sounds as the light and dark collided.  Faint fierce cries echoed as the black strove to overcome the light.  The jerking kept increasing; shaking him with such force that he was sure his bones would break.  He felt trapped and helpless, unable to do anything.  The violence peaked, noise and movement overwhelming his senses.  He was striving to stay conscious amid the chaos when the light seemed to explode and everything went dark.
 
   …
 
   Jake slowly regained consciousness.  He became aware that he was lying on his back, a warm light on his face, cool air moving softly against his skin.  He opened his eyes, blinking against the sudden light.  He could see the light brown branches of trees above him, with sunlight filtering though the gaps in the green leaves.  He moved to roll over and felt his bruised ribs scream at him.  He gingerly got to his side and gently pushed himself into a sitting position.
 
   At first, he thought he had been dreaming and somehow moved under the trees in the Black Hole Woods, but as his mind gained clarity, he realized that this was more of a forest than a grove of trees.  The dark loamy ground, with its rich earthy smell, was different from the soil in the Woods.  He was sitting in a small patch of cleared ground, but near the base of the trees, there were random green clumps of plants providing ground cover.  The trees, with their light brown bark and overarching canopy of green leaves, were more densely packed than in the Woods.  He could hear the sounds of birds as they moved around the top branches.
 
   "What the hell happened and how did I get here?"  Jake muttered out loud.  "Where is here, anyway?"  He slowly stood up, turning in a circle, looking for something familiar.  Nothing was right.  He grabbed his phone, hoping he could call for help, but he saw it had no signal.  He tried the GPS app, but it also had no signal.  That could just be because of interference from the trees, he tried to tell himself.  Fear began to worm its way into his mind.  He was confused, lost and with no way to contact his family or friends.
 
   He began to panic slightly.  He yelled "Help!" as loudly as he could, causing the cut on his lip to reopen and trickle blood again.  He waited a few seconds and yelled again.  Frustrated and growing more frightened, he yelled over and over, hoping that there was someone, anyone, near to help him.  His voice echoed through the forest, but he got no reply.
 
   He finally stopped, his voice becoming raw, fear rising in his chest.  His breath began to whistle as it blew in and out in a shallow, rapid pattern.  His body began to tremble, sweat burst from his pores and he suddenly felt light-headed.  Concerned he may pass out, he sat back down, bringing his knees up near his chest.  Wrapping his arms around his legs, he put his forehead on his knees, closed his eyes and tried to calm down.  He felt tears start to leak from the corners of his eyes and he moved his head side-to-side, wiping them on his sweatpants.  The pressure generated pain in his swollen eye, but he ignored it.  He was lost, really lost, alone and he was now sure he would never see his family or friends again.  A sob escaped from him; the urge to weep threatened to overwhelm him.
 
   As he teetered on the edge of full-blown panic, his father's voice suddenly came into his mind.  It was his warning to Jake when they had first gone camping.  "Jake,..." his father had said "...if you ever find yourself lost, the worst thing you can do is panic.  Panic kills because it makes you do rash things.  You must stay calm, even if you don't think you can.  Take the time to assess your situation and develop a plan.  That is how you will survive."  Clinging to his father's words like a lifeline, Jake tried to slow his breathing and clear his racing mind, desperately willing himself to relax.
 
   After several minutes of effort, he had succeeded for the most part.  He was still frightened, but he brought his breath back under control and his thoughts calmed.  Once he felt secure enough, he stood back up.
 
   To put the nervous energy that had built up in his system to use, he decided to explore the area he was in.  He glanced up at the sun and believed that it was about mid-day.  He slowly walked around the clearing, looking for the way he was brought here, hoping he could follow it back out.  He was surprised to find no trace of any tracks coming into the clearing.  The only tracks he found were his own shoeprints.  After circling the clearing a couple of times, he stopped next to a tree, leaning against it, to think.  He could not understand how he got here; it was as if he dropped from the sky.  After a moment or two, he determined that there were no clues to be found on how he got here.  Because he was so unsure of his location, he realized that he would have to assume that the likelihood of rescue was non-existent.  He needed a plan on what to do next.
 
   He knew that he could not just stay here.  There was no water or real shelter and this was clearly not a traveled area.  Not knowing where he was, he felt the best course of action was to pick a direction and start walking, marching in a straight line so he could come back here if needed.  If he found a break in the trees, he would try his phone or GPS again.  He would continue to do this until he was able to make contact with someone or found civilization.  Hopefully, he would come across some water as well.  Now regretting that he had not eaten before he left the house, he knew that he could go without food for several days, but he would need water soon.  He just needed to decide on a direction.
 
   From the position of the sun through the trees, he was able to determine what he believed to be north, south, east and west.  After some thought, he decided that a westerly direction would be the easiest to track since he could simply follow the sun.  As a precaution, he set up some sticks in a pattern next to the tree to act as a marker if he had to come back.  He shut off his phone to conserve the battery, took a deep breath to gather his courage and started walking.
 
   Jake felt better as he started moving, feeling fairly confident in his plan.  It was easy going from the start as the forest floor was fairly level with light undergrowth.  The air was cool under the trees, but not cold. He glanced back from time to time to make sure he was moving in a straight line.  To keep his mind clear, he kept a silent step count and stopped to set up small markers every hundred paces or so.  As he traveled, he tried to notice any distinctive terrain feature that could help him find his way back, but all he saw were trees.
 
   After traveling like this for an hour or so, the movement was causing his ribs to bother him.  He decided to take a break, so he sat down and leaned back against a tree.  He closed his eyes, taking some deep breaths to try to relax his body and relieve the discomfort in his ribs.
 
   He was sitting there quietly when he heard the very faint sound of running water.  He quickly stood up, listening intently.  He closed his eyes again and concentrated, trying to use his hearing to determine from what direction it was coming, moving his body to face the sound.  After several moments, he felt he knew the direction, but had no clue about the distance.  When he opened his eyes, he was facing north.
 
   Jake immediately saw a problem.  The ground seemed to rise gently in that direction and the forest looked thicker.  His plan called for a straight-line march away from the clearing to keep his bearings.  He could set up a marker here and try to keep a straight line, but if he got off track in the rougher terrain, he might never find it again.
 
   After several moments of indecision, he shook off his doubts and decided that it was worth the risk if he could find water.  Also, there was likely open sky above the water, so he could try his GPS again.  Not only that, he would probably be better off following the waterway unless the terrain was too rough.  Generally, where there was water, eventually there would be people.  The more he thought about it, the more excited he got about the prospect; maybe he could get out of this quickly.
 
   He made a marker at the base of the tree, just in case.  Trying to ignore the dull throbbing in his side, he took off in the direction of the water.  Because the forest floor was still relatively level with few obstacles, he made good time for the first twenty minutes or so.  His pace began to drop off as the ground began to incline up and more obstacles of fallen trees and rocks appeared.  He attempted to keep on his straight line, but that soon proved to be impossible in this terrain.  He kept his same general direction, but he knew that backtracking to the clearing was unlikely at best now.
 
   While that troubled him, he was motivated to keep going by the growing sound of running water.  As he made his way through the rocks and trees, he could almost see in his mind's eye what the river would look like.  He was sure it was a river now, since the sound was of water crashing over rapids.  As the slope of his path grew steeper, the trees began to thin out, allowing more sunlight to reach down to the rocks, warming the air.  He navigated through a dense tangle of fallen trees and bushes, ducking and crawling over dried logs and branches, and found himself abruptly at the tree line. Open rocky ground spread out in front of him, steeply rising to form a ridgeline, clear blue sky above the edge.  The river sounded as if it was just over the top.
 
   He pulled out his cell phone and powered it up.  He waited and soon the phone indicated that no signal was available.  He tried the GPS and got the same result.  He cautiously moved towards the river, trying his GPS every couple of minutes or so.  He felt fear and worry worm into his mind again as he could not get any satellites, not even one.  That shouldn't happen, he knew.  Almost the entire surface of the Earth was covered by the GPS system.  Realizing that he was just wasting his battery and doing himself no good, Jake turned off his phone and picked up his pace towards the river.
 
   As he reached the top of the ridge, he saw the river spread out before him.  It was at the bottom of the rocky slope, probably seventy to eighty feet wide, fast moving and frothing white as it rushed over the hidden rocks in its stream.  He could see the rocky slope on the far bank was much like this one.  It rose away from the river and Jake could see the tops of some large trees peaking over the far ridge.
 
   The top of the ridge also gave Jake a better view of his surroundings.  As he slowly turned and his gaze swept over the horizon, he saw that to the east was a range of mountains standing in sharp contrast to the blue sky, rising high into the air, the snow covered peaks giving way to dark forests along the base.  He guessed that this river flowed down from those mountains.  As he looked back the way he came, he could see that the forest he was in stretched far to the southern horizon while its trees covered rolling hills to the east that reached the mountains.  Its western edge gradually sloped down into what looked like a large green plain.  With trees clearly viable on the other side of the river, the river cut the forest in half, as if an impossibly large axe had landed here.
 
   Jake, thirsty and sweating from his efforts, moved down over the gray rocks, their color washed out by the bright sun, and made his way next to the river.  Stopping at a large rock next to the roaring river, he carefully removed his sweatshirt, wrapping it around his phone and setting it atop the rock.  He looked for a place where he could drink and saw a small area between a group of rocks where a backflow from the fast moving current was gently swirling.  Kneeling, he bent over the slowly flowing water and scooped up some water with his hand.  It was cold, but not bitterly so.
 
   While he remembered the lesson from his camping trips about not drinking river water without boiling it first, that option was clearly not available to him.  So, he brought the water to his mouth and drank.  The cold stung his injured lip as the water passed over it and he tasted the faint iron from his blood mixed in.  However, he continued to drink, filling his stomach.
 
   After drinking, he splashed some water on his face to help cool down.  Satisfied, he went back to the rock with his sweatshirt and sat down.  He removed his phone and tucked his sweatshirt into a makeshift pillow, then laid back and closed his eyes, trying to rest.  He relaxed and began to enjoy the warm temperature and the sun on his face.
 
   After a few minutes, though, he knew that he should get up and start moving or he may end up falling asleep.  Rising, he put his phone into his pants pocket and wrapped the sweatshirt around his waist, tying off the sleeves in front.  He saw that the river bank was rocky, but passable.  He began to follow the river as it weaved its way down its westerly course.
 
   The first hour or so was challenging, slowing his progress as he navigated over and around the rocks that made up the riverbank.  The land began to slope downward as Jake moved farther west, sharply in places, then more gently.  Eventually, the rocks began to give way to sandy banks and the trees crept closer to the river.  The river broadened and the rapids decreased the further Jake traveled.
 
   Jake walked for several more hours, stopping to drink and rest occasionally.  He saw no signs of other people.  At all of his rest breaks, he tried but could not get any signal for his phone or GPS.  After keeping a good pace for most of the day, he started to stop to rest for longer periods of time.  As he stopped to rest again, he could see that the sun was sinking low in the western horizon.  He was hurt, tired and hungry, so he decided to find a place to sleep for the night while he still had some light.
 
   Without a fire or some sort of protection, he did not want to sleep exposed next to the river, so he moved back into the trees.  A hundred feet or so into the forest, he found a large evergreen bush that had room under its foliage that he could slide into.  He hoped it would give him some shelter if the weather changed and cover against any predators that may move around the forest at night.  He put on his sweatshirt, pulled up the hood and crawled into his hiding spot.  He shifted around for a few minutes, finally finding a comfortable position.  He wanted to turn on his music, but was afraid of falling asleep and draining the battery.  He took some deep, calming breaths and closed his eyes.  Surprisingly, within a few minutes, he fell asleep.
 
   …
 
   Jake awoke with a start, troubled and shaking.  He had been having a terrible nightmare about being chased by some faceless monstrous creature that he could not outrun.  It was reaching for him, almost touching him, when he woke.  Caught up in the emotions of the nightmare, he was initially confused about where he was.  After a few moments, he recalled what was happening and relaxed.
 
   It was still dark, so he took out his phone to check the time.  He saw that he had slept for about eight hours.  He estimated that he had at least another hour or so before the sun came up.  The forest was quiet, with only the sound of the river recognizable.  He crawled out of his shelter and stretched, trying to work the kinks out.  The air was cool, scented with the earthy smell of the forest.  Feeling the need to use the bathroom, he made his way a little deeper into the forest, using the light of his phone to guide him.  He had a method for such occasions that he used before on an extended camping trip.  He just hated using large leaves as paper.
 
   Once he finished, he worked his way back to the river to wash his hands.  Without any soap, he used sand to scrub his hands and rinsed them off.  He drank deeply to ease the hunger pains he was feeling.  He hoped he could find some food along the way, maybe some berries or nuts.  He moved away from the river to find a dry piece of land and sat down.  He noticed that the night sky was starting to lighten in the east.  He checked his phone's signal and GPS, but still nothing.  Sighing, he turned off the phone, put it back in his pocket and waited for the sun to come up.
 
   After falling into a semi-dozing state for a while, Jake felt that the light was sufficient to walk safely.  He rose and started to travel along the shore of the river.  Everything seemed to be gray in the pale light, the shadows darker.  Gradually, the world gained color as the sky became brighter.  Then, with a burst of reddish-gold light, the sun rose.  He looked around, noticing that the sky was clear, with only a few high clouds.  He felt somewhat better since he would not have to worry about getting soaked in rain.
 
   As he made his way down the river, the distance to the opposite shore grew less and the trees of the forest crept closer.  The sandy soil of the riverbank began to transition to a loamy dirt.  The relatively wide and even ground Jake was walking on began to shrink as more trees began to dot the river bank, forcing him to maneuver around.
 
   As the sun rose higher, the air began to warm.  Starting to sweat, he decided that he would take off his sweatshirt at his next rest break.  After another ten minutes of walking, he saw a fallen log ahead, lying next to the river, which seemed a good place to stop.
 
   He stepped over the log and sat down, his body grateful for the rest.  Out of habit, he pulled his phone out and tried to get a signal, hoping against hope, but nothing.  He sighed, set his phone on the log next to him and started to pull off his sweatshirt.  As he reached over his shoulder to pull it over his head, he glanced down and froze, startled.
 
   In the soft, damp dirt several feet in front of him were shoeprints.  He saw several sets of large prints, apparently coming out of the forest to the river and milling along the bank.  He let his sweatshirt drop and grabbed his phone.  Excited to know he was not alone, he stood and began to follow the tracks as they made their way down the river.  As he followed, it was clear that there were multiple people in this group.
 
   He followed the trail for several minutes when it suddenly turned back into the cover of the forest.  He tracked it up the slope of a hill and into the trees.  The trail was still discernible in the harder soil of the forest, so he continued to follow it.  Sweating under his clothing, he was grateful that the air turned cooler as the trees began to block the direct sun.  He kept his eyes on the trail and moved as quickly as he could.
 
   He was near the top of a small rise covered in small bushes when he heard human voices coming from the other side.  After being alone for the better part of two days, it took him a moment to realize what it was he was hearing.  "People!"  He thought excitedly.  He almost broke out in sob of relief as he imagined rescue and returning to his family.
 
   As he scrambled to reach the bushes, the shout for help died on his lips.  At the last minute, his mind warned him that it was possible that these people may have had something to do with him being here.  He stopped and dropped to his stomach, slowly crawling through the bushes to try and get a look at these people before he announced his presence.  As he reached the top of the rise and gazed down, he was glad he did not shout first.
 
   In the hollow at the bottom of the slope stood four men, talking and, it seemed to Jake, arguing.  Fingers were pointed and sharp gestures punctuated the conversation.  It wasn't the argument that caused him to feel grateful about staying quiet.  All of the men were wearing dark leather clothing, pants and shirts studded with metal rings, with knee-high boots and wide brown leather belts around their waists.  A sheathed long sword and dagger hung from the belt of each man.
 
   "What the hell is this...?"  Jake thought to himself, unsure of how to react.  "Did I come across a weird Renaissance fair or something?"
 
   He was still mulling over what to do when hard, rough hands grabbed his legs and yanked him out of the bushes.  He had a brief vision of men who looked like the others and tried to shout when something heavy crashed into the side of his head and everything went dark.
 
    
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter5]Chapter Five
 
   The buzzing sound in his head soon became low, harsh voices as Jake slowly regained consciousness, his head aching terribly, body cramping and feeling nauseous.  He was lying on his side, head resting in the dirt when he opened his eyes.  As he attempted to shift his position to relieve some of the pain, he realized that his hands were bound behind his back with a coarse rope. He cautiously raised his head to see where he was.  His movement did not go unnoticed.
 
   "So...the boy lives.  Luck is with you, Surt."  A rough voice said.  Jake looked in the direction of the voice.  He could see a large man standing with the four men Jake recognized as the ones in the hollow.  He was dressed in the similar clothing as the men he was with, except this one was wearing a dull metal breastplate over his shirt with a dark cloak hanging off his shoulders.  He was tall and muscular, with long shaggy black hair and dark eyes staring out from under thick eyebrows.  His face was lean and hard, with a long goatee hanging from his chin that was tied in different places with leather cords.  He was looking at Jake as he spoke.  "I told you that the Master wanted any strangers brought to him undamaged."
 
   From behind him, Jake heard several crude jokes were directed at one called Surt.  He twisted his head towards the sound and saw three other men standing a few feet behind him.  One was glowering at him, clearly unhappy.  Jake guessed he was the one they called Surt.  He was shorter and stockier than the rest, his face wide with thin lips and a nose that looked like it had been broken multiple times.  His dark eyes above the rough stubble of a beard were predatory as they glared angrily at Jake.
 
   All of the men were dressed in the same dark leather outfits and all carried weapons.  Most had unkempt hair, some with full beards, and looked as if they had not had a shower in a while.  As Jake quietly studied them, he noticed that they all had a similar look in their eyes.  There was something there, something slightly crazed and wild, as if they were wired up on some drug.  He tried to push down his sudden fear, but knew there was clearly something not right with these men.
 
   The leader walked over to Jake, appraising him as he approached.  Jake could see that he also had the wild look in his dark eyes, but there was a coldness in them as well.  The man stopped and squatted next to Jake.  He held out his hand and Jake saw his phone with the earbuds dangling.  "What is this thing, boy?"  He said quietly.
 
   "A phone."  Jake said, voice catching in his throat.  "You know…a phone?"  The man, with those crazed cold eyes, just stared at Jake.  After a moment, Jake realized that the man did not know what a phone was.
 
   "I don't understand that name."  The man turned the phone over in his hand, studying it, and then put it into a deep pocket in his cloak.  "It doesn't matter; we have to move.  The Master will know what to make of it."
 
   He stood and casually kicked Jake in the stomach, nearly driving his breath away.  "Get up, boy.  We have a long way to go."  Jake struggled to right himself, his stomach cramping and feeling as if he needed to throw up.  "Don't make me tell you again.  You will not like that, I assure you."  The man warned darkly.
 
   Jake was able to roll over onto his stomach and get his knees under him when the man reached out and grabbed Jake by his hair.  Ignoring Jake's cries, he pulled, lifting Jake as he struggled to get his feet under him, feeling as if his scalp was going to come off his skull.  Once Jake was standing, the man released his hair and spoke to the others.
 
   "Surt, since you're the idiot that nearly killed him, you will make sure the boy keeps up.  If he can't, you will be carrying him on your back."  Hoots of laughter burst for the other men.  "We have a long march ahead.  Anyone that can't keep up is on his own.  Let's go."  With that, the man set off through the forest at a fast pace, the others following him.
 
   "Move, boy!"  Surt growled, kicking Jake hard.  Jake staggered after the other men, his movement unsteady from his injuries and bound hands.  Surt was right behind him, encouraging a faster pace with rough shoves and slaps to Jake's head.  Fear kept Jake moving, striving to avoid more abuse from Surt.
 
   After several minutes, they caught up with the rest of the group.  Jake could hear the men betting on when Surt would have to carry him.  They laughed at Jake, mocking him, poking and prodding him as he jogged to keep up.  The leader would glance at Jake from time to time, but said nothing.  Jake had no time to think of anything else but trying to keep up with the group.
 
   They kept moving for almost an hour.  Jake's throat and chest were burning from his exertions, his legs feeling watery.  The fear of what would happen if he could not keep up kept him striving to put one foot in front of the other.
 
   Eventually, even his fear could not overcome his lack of food and his injuries.  Jake stumbled as he tried to pass over a fallen log, tumbling to the ground and could not get back up.  A yank on his bonds, pulling his arms up until Jake was sure his shoulders would pop out of their sockets, lifted him to his feet.  He took a step and went back down in a heap.  A swift kick landed in his bruised ribs, sending new pain to match the throbbing ache of his head.  He tried to get back up, but his strength failed him.  Another kick in his ribs caused him to cry out in pain.  Tears springing from his eyes, he cringed, waiting for more abuse.
 
   "Enough, Surt."  Jake heard the leader say, seeing his boots approach through his tear-blurred vision.  "I told you he was supposed to be delivered undamaged.  Thanks to you, that will not happen.  Don't make it worse."  He spoke shortly to the rest of the men.  "Rest break."  The men squatted down, breaking out waterskins and some sort of light brown bread.
 
   The leader squatted down next to Jake and grabbed his hair again, pulling his head off the ground.  He looked at Jake with those hard eyes.  "The boy is spent.  Give him food and water, Surt."
 
   "I'm not a damned nursemaid, Matus.  Feed him yourself."  Surt said sullenly.
 
   "Surt, you will feed and water him or I will bury you here and now."  The leader growled, his gloved hand moving and resting on his swordhilt.
 
   Surt glared at him, weighing defiance, but Matus just coldly stared back at him, waiting.  Surt finally looked away.  "All right, I'll feed him."  He muttered.  Laughter broke out from the rest of the men watching the confrontation.
 
   Surt grabbed Jake by the shoulder and roughly pulled him into a sitting position.  He took out some bread from his poach and tore off a piece.  He jammed it at Jake's mouth and, when Jake opened his mouth to take a bite, he shoved it in, a cruel smile on his lips.  Jake began to choke and tried to turn his head, but Surt reached out with his other hand and grabbed Jake by his jaw.  Breathing rapidly through his nose, Jake tried to close his mouth against the invasion, but Surt pulled his mouth open and continued to shove the bread in.  Sure that he was going to die, Jake began trashing against Surt's hold.  Jake heard laughter from the others and Surt grinned in response.  Jake, unable to escape, exhausted and battered, was sure that this was the end.
 
   Suddenly, Surt's hand ripped away from Jake's face as Matus kicked him off of Jake.  As Surt tried to get to his feet, Matus kicked him again.  Surt rolled across the ground and came back to his feet.  He reached for his sword, but Matus was quicker.  He had his sword out and the point against Surt's throat in an instant.
 
   His hard eyes glittered and his voice was ice-cold as he spoke.  "I said feed him, not choke him.  Do not make me tell you again, Surt.  The Master will not care if I dispose of a worthless dog like you."
 
   Surt glared back, but began to lick his lips.  He slowly removed his hand from his sword.  Matus stared at him for another moment, then sheathed his sword in a fluid motion and turned and walked back to the tree that he had been resting under.  Surt, muttering darkly to himself and trying to ignore the catcalls and name-calling from the others, came back to Jake.  He stared pure murder at Jake as he squatted in front of him, but simply held the bread out for Jake to eat.
 
   Jake took as big a bite as he felt safe eating, trying to speed this along and get Surt away from him.  The bread was stale, hard and without much flavor, but it was food.  Jake finished the bread and Surt held up a waterskin.  Jake opened his mouth and Surt poured water into his mouth.  The water was warm with a leathery taste, but nothing tasted better to Jake.  He gulped down as much of the water as he could while Surt poured.  Too soon for Jake, the waterskin was taken away and Surt moved off to eat and rest.
 
   Jake closed his eyes and tried to relax, the sensation having something in his stomach drowning out his pain momentarily.  His mind, in spite of his pain and exhaustion, was racing.  He had no idea why any of this was happening.  He felt as if he had been dropped into some nightmare.  All he wanted was to get away from these men and go home.  The thought of home brought fresh tears which he quickly tried to stop.  Tears had no impact of these men; if anything, Jake felt it would bring further cruelty.
 
   "Time to move."  Matus said, intruding on his thoughts and drawing a low groan from Jake. "Get him up, Surt."
 
   Surt hauled Jake to his feet, where he stood swaying.  Matus looked hard at Jake for a moment and said.  "Looks like you will be carrying him, Surt."  Surt gritted his teeth, but did not say anything.  He grabbed Jake and threw him over his shoulder like sack of grain.  The group resumed their fast pace and sped off through the forest.
 
   In this position, Jake's lower abdomen was bouncing up and down on Surt's shoulder.  All of Jake's injuries screamed at him with every jolt.  After several minutes, he felt the water and bread coming back up.  He tried to stop it, but couldn't, and vomited all over the back of Surt's legs.  That brought howls of laughter from the others and a grim smile from Matus.  Surt asked to stop and clean off the mess, but Matus would not let the group halt.
 
   They kept up the pace for most of the day, only interrupted by infrequent rest breaks.  When Matus called the breaks, Surt would throw Jake roughly to the ground, but Matus made him give Jake water and bread at every stop.  Jake was sure that the group hoped he would puke on Surt again, but he was able to keep it down.  Throughout the march, Jake tried to relax and develop a plan of escape, but spending most of his time hanging upside down and bouncing off Surt's shoulder made that impossible.
 
   At each break, Jake noticed the subtle changes in the forest.  As they progressed, the trees began to thin slightly, with more open spaces appearing.  More bushes were intergrowing with the trees.  The ground transitioned from a dark fertile color to a lighter brown and more compacted soil.  Watching the sun through the breaks in the trees, Jake thought that the group was moving in a westerly direction.  That would mean that they were heading towards the rolling plains that Jake saw from the ridge.
 
   The sky was starting to darken when they halted for the night, stopping in a large clearing ringed with trees and bushes.  As usual, Jake was thrown to the ground by Surt, the pain from his injuries reigniting.  Jake's hands ached from the bindings and he was concerned that they were being seriously damaged.  He rolled over to his side and got up to his knees, head spinning.  He took several deep breaths and slowly the spinning stopped.  He tried to stretch his upper body to alleviate the soreness in his abdomen from being carried.  He strained against his bindings, hoping to loosen them to give his hands more circulation.
 
   Jake was left alone with Matus as the rest of the men were sent out to gather firewood.  Matus had sat down, with his back to a tree across the clearing, pulled the hood of his cloak up and leaned his head back.  Even though he appeared disinterested, Jake could feel the man's eyes on him.  Jake stayed as quiet and still as he could, only shifting slightly as he continued to try to stretch his sore muscles.
 
   Soon, the others had returned with firewood and got a large campfire going in the middle of the clearing.  The men sat around the fire, eating, drinking and laughing; all except Matus and Surt.  Matus sat there motionless, about ten feet away from the fire, like a dark statue.  Surt was sitting slightly apart from the rest of the men, tearing at his food while glaring from under his deep brows at, alternatively, Matus and Jake.
 
   One of the men got up and came over to Jake, a waterskin in his hand.  "Here, boy…drink."  The man said.  Jake opened his mouth and the man poured the liquid into his mouth.  As soon as he swallowed the first gulp, Jake realized that it was not water.  The liquid burned as it went down, causing Jake to cough harshly.  
 
   Jake closed his mouth and moved his head to avoid the flow.  He was rewarded with a shower of the liquid over his face, stinging and burning as it got into his wounds and his eyes.  He fell to his side, coughing uncontrollably, desperate enough to rub his face in the dirt to get the liquid off.  Tears flowed from his eyes, both from the pain and the liquid.
 
   The other men laughed at Jake as the man took a deep swig from the bag and made his way back to the fire.  They made crude remarks about his manhood and keeping his liquor down.  Through his pain, Jake was surprised that Matus did not say anything, considering how he had treated Surt earlier.  Apparently, Surt also took this silence as encouragement to heap cruelty onto Jake.
 
   "He cries like a girl."  Surt said, causing some chuckles from the others.  Surt moved over to Jake.  "Are you sure you are really a boy?"
 
   "Boy or girl, when did that make a difference to you, Surt?"  One of the men shouted, causing the others to laugh raucously.
 
   "I think I should check."  Surt said, his hand reaching into Jake's crotch.  Jake struggled to get away from him, but Surt held him down with his other hand.  "What do we have here?"  Surt said as he suddenly squeezed down hard.
 
   Jake screamed from the new pain, frantically flailing around, trying to get free.  He could hear to the other men laughing at his plight, some shouting crude suggestions to Surt.  The humiliation of the situation added to his pain.  Jake was trying to kick his leg to dislodge Surt, when he heard a heavy blow and the pressure ceased.  Jake opened his eyes as saw Matus moving past him towards Surt, who was stumbling back from Matus' kick.
 
   Surt fell, then rolled and sprang to his feet, hand flashing to his sword.  Matus leapt forward, his hand coming down on Surt's wrist, preventing Surt from drawing his sword.  As he did that, Matus crashed the elbow of his other arm into Surt's face.  Surt staggered back, stunned.  Matus immediately followed with a kick to Surt's groin, causing him to double over.  Matus grabbed Surt's head and kneed him in the face.  Surt fell back, blood flowing from his nose and mouth.  Matus quickly knelt, his left knee on Surt's right arm and the other knee in his chest.
 
   "I warned you to leave the boy alone, Surt.  You don't listen very well."  Matus told the semi-conscious Surt, voice cold and hard.  With a deliberate casualness, he reached out and grabbed Surt's right ear.  He drew his dagger and, with a quick slash, cut Surt's ear off.  Surt cried out, blood spurting from the wound.  Matus released him and stood, tossing the severed ear on the ground next to Surt.  "Maybe that will teach you to listen next time."  He turned to head back to his resting spot, leaving Surt rolling in pain on the ground, the other men delighting in Surt's humiliation.
 
   "Thank you."  Jake, who had shifted into a sitting position, said softly to Matus as he passed.
 
   Matus stopped, looking surprised that Jake had spoken.  He bent down and slapped Jake across the face, hard.  Jake's head spun and he almost fell over.
 
   "Don't thank me, boy."  Matus said.  "I didn't do that for you.  Surt needed a lesson to remember who the Master placed in charge."
 
   "Master?"  Jake asked, belatedly realizing that he should have kept quiet.
 
   "Our Master.  He sent us out on this hunt."  Matus replied, slapping Jake again.  "Don't worry, you will meet him soon.  I would stop talking and rest, if I were you.  You are going to need your strength."  Matus smiled cruelly as he said it, then picked Jake up, carried him a short distance and shoved him down with his back to a tree.  "Are you going to be smart and stay put or do I need to tie you up?"  Jake nodded nervously as he stared into those cold eyes.
 
   "Good boy."  Matus said with a smirk, patting Jake on the head like a dog.  "Despite our Master's command, everything you have experienced so far will pale in comparison if I have to track you down."  Matus turned and walked away; the others chuckling, grinning evilly at Jake.
 
   Jake closed his eyes, stretching his legs out in front of him, leaning against the tree.  He tried to take slow breaths, searching for calm, but feeling fear, pain, despair and, surprisingly, anger.  He tried to channel that anger into strength, straining against the bindings on his hands.  As he flexed his arms and twisted his hands against the bonds, his fingers slid along the ground, the dirt cool and coarse.
 
   He did not recognize it at first, but as he moved his hand again, he realized he was feeling a small rock, no bigger than his fist, broken with what felt like an edge, partly buried in the dirt.  He quickly looked around, afraid his surprise showed on his face, giving him away, but the others were not paying attention to him.
 
   Slowly, keeping his movements very small to avoid detection, he uncovered the rock.  To his delight, the broken side of the rock had a jagged edge.  He tucked it into his lower back, and then sat there thinking, trying to determine his next move.  He knew he had to get away, but it had to be the right time.
 
   Night settled over the woods.  Jake heard the cry of an owl as it flew silently overhead.  Matus sent out a couple of the men to stand watch.  The men moved out into the woods, starting a slow circuit around the campsite.  The rest, including Surt, his face swollen and a bloody bandage over his ear, took out their sleeping blankets and laid down.  Jake could feel Surt glaring at him, but tried to ignore him.  Matus had wrapped himself in his cloak next to his tree, lying on his side, facing the fire.
 
   Soon, the fire began to burn low, its flickering light giving way to the night.  The men's snores and the crackling of the embers of the dying fire were the only sounds in the campsite.  Jake could hear the guards as they made their circuit, passing behind him on a regular basis.  Jake looked closely at the men lying out in front of him, trying to determine if they were all really sleeping.  He was not completely sure, but decided to take the chance.
 
   He quietly moved the rock against the tree, the broken edge pointing out towards him.  He slowly began to rub his bonds against the rock.  He put pressure on the rope, pushing it back against the rock, trying to speed the cutting.  For several minutes, it did not appear that this was going to work.  Jake was beginning to despair when he felt a slight decrease in tightness of his bonds.  Encouraged, he continued to cut away at the rope.  After what seemed like an eternity, he felt the last strand fall away and his hands were free.
 
   He sat there, not moving, feeling the pain and tingling as the blood flowed back into his hands.  He slowly flexed his hands, wiggling his fingers, as the feeling came back.  As he sat there, he thought about his next move.  Since he had freed his hands, he knew that this would be his only opportunity to escape.  If he was found free of his bonds, he was sure he would be tied up from his feet to his head.  He had to move quickly.  He decided to wait for the guards to pass behind him on their next round and then make his escape.
 
   Jake really wanted his phone, the tie to his old life, but, with Matus having possession of it, he knew that was impossible.  The wait for the guards seemed to be a lifetime.  As he waited, fears and doubts gnawed at him.  He was terrified of what would happen if he got caught, but knew he had to get away.  A few more fear-soaked minutes ticked by before he heard the guards pass behind him.  He gave them another minute or so to move on.  
 
   Jake took a deep breath, praying this would work, and did the hardest thing he had ever done: he slowly stood up.  Eyes sweeping over the camp, seeking any signs of movement, sure that he would be found out, he stood there frozen.  The men did not move.  Cautiously, Jake took a step away from the tree, moving slowly to avoid making noise.  Again, no one stirred.
 
   Fighting the overwhelming urge to start running, Jake deliberately and quietly walked away from the camp.  Sweat rolled down his face, stinging his cuts.  He passed through the area he believed the guards to be patrolling and continued on, trying to keep his breathing quiet as he strained to hear any sign of pursuit.  After traveling another hundred yards or so, he saw a small path in the pale moonlight, leading off into the forest.  Seeing this, relief and panic overtook him and he sprinted away.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter6]Chapter Six
 
   About an hour after Jake's escape, Matus was still dreaming about the rewards that their Master would bestow on him when they brought him the boy.  He dreamed that he would be allowed to take that lickspittle Surt's head after introducing him to a whole new world of pain.  He was suffused in the pleasure of the dream when voices shouting shattered his visions.
 
   He came instantly awake, rolling to his feet, hand on sword.  Everyone in the camp was up, wary, and there was a group of four standing at the tree where he left the boy.  He immediately thought that Surt had come after the boy.  With that thought burning in his head, he started that way with murderous intent.  He glanced over and saw Surt still in his blankets near the firepit, battered and bandaged; yet, he appeared to be as surprised by the commotion as Matus.
 
   Matus came up to the group by the tree, pushed his way through, looking for the boy, but all he saw was the boy's bonds next to the tree, cut.  He quickly knelt and found the jagged rock.  "So, the boy had some courage in him after all."  He thought.  He had not believed it or he would have made sure the boy was secured to the tree.  He felt the rest of the men watching him, judging, maybe even questioning his leadership.
 
   Standing abruptly, he spun and pointed to the two men he had left on guard.  "How did the boy slip past you?"  He asked, voice cold and dangerous.  He approached the men, stopping directly in front of them.  "Were you lax in your duties?  You know what I will do if I find out that you were."
 
   "Matus, we did as you commanded."  One of the men said.  "We were patrolling outside of camp, watching for attackers, not someone sneaking out.  If you had..."  He cut off as Matus smashed his fist into his head, the man going down in a heap, groaning.
 
   Matus looked at the other one.  "Do you have something to say?"  He asked quietly.
 
   "No, Matus."  The man replied quickly.
 
   "Good.  Pick that fool up and get ready to leave."  Matus turned to the other men.  "We depart in three minutes.  Anyone not ready to move by then will be left here for the scavengers!"  The men hurriedly gathered their supplies and were ready to march before Matus' time or patience ended.
 
   "We will track and recapture the boy.  He is to be taken alive."  Matus said.  He fixed Surt with a cold stare.  "If anyone other than me harms the boy further, they will answer for it in blood."  He saw nods all around, even Surt.
 
   He motioned the men to start moving.  "Keep running, boy."  He thought, smiling to himself.  "I always like a good chase.  In the end, you will be mine again."
 
   ...
 
   Lost in the grip of fear, Jake ran down the forest path, heedless of his direction.  His mind was screaming for him to keep running and get as much distance as possible between his captors and himself.  He would slip and fall as he lost his footing in the dark, aggravating all of his injuries, but each time, he got up and continued to run.
 
   But he was running on fumes and knew it.  The bread he was given was not enough to keep him going.  He felt his strength ebb and slowed to a walk.  His fear kept him moving, afraid that if he stopped he would not be able to restart.  As he recovered, he would try to sprint again, but the periods that he could maintain it grew shorter and shorter.  After the last sprint, he could not help himself and stopped, hands on his legs, lungs burning.
 
   As he paused to catch his breath, Jake heard the soft sound of running water off to his right and turned towards it.  Stifling a groan, he made himself move and pushed his way through some tall underbrush and saw a small stream, its water an inky black in the soft moonlight.  He stopped at the edge and knelt down to drink.  The water had a muddy taste to it, but Jake did not care and drank deeply.  It cooled his parched throat, easing the rough feel in the back of his mouth.
 
   He only knelt for a few seconds, but as he rose, he could feel his legs starting to cramp.  He propelled himself in motion, trying to ignore the painful muscle contractions.  He walked into the stream, heedless of the water soaking his shoes and socks, and turned upstream.  He hoped that walking in the stream would throw off his trail against the inevitable pursuit.  He stumbled and splashed his way for several hundred yards, then exited and continued on through the forest, angling away from the stream.
 
   His shoes now drenched in water, he found the going slower.  He tried to sprint at intervals, but his body was giving out.  His legs were cramping more strongly and the lack of food was draining his energy.  Soon, he could only walk and even that was growing more difficult.
 
   As the forest became lighter as dawn approached, Jake heard the sounds of the men looking for him in the distance.  The sounds were still far away, but Jake could think of nothing else he could do but to keep moving.  He tried to pick up his pace, but he had nothing else to give.  His fear began to rise, mind imagining the horrible things that were likely to happen to him when he was caught, as the sounds drew closer.
 
   As he pushed headlong into bushes that rose in his path, the branches ripping his clothes and scratching his skin, he realized that the stream did not provide the diversion he hoped.  He could just make out the voices that shouted that they had found his trail and the sounds of feet splashing through the water.  He continued to move forward, desperate to get away, knowing that he couldn't.
 
   The voices grew steadily louder as the distance closed between Jake and his pursuers.  With the men closing in, Jake's terror caused his body to respond with a final surge of adrenaline, allowing him to make one more sprint.  He raced ahead, only focused on trying to gain some distance, his wet shoes making squishing sounds as he ran.  As a wall of bushes appeared ahead of him in the faint light, he simply lowered his head and ran through them.  As he crashed through the branches, eyes closed and breath raggedly pushing in and out of his lungs, he came to a sudden stop as he hit something large that was both hard and soft, as well as warm.
 
   He was staggered by the collision and collapsed to the ground, his momentum causing him to roll a couple of times.  He tried to stand back up, but his legs cramped and he went back down.  He pushed himself over onto his side and looked around, trying to determine what he had hit.
 
   He saw that he was in a clearing, ringed on three sides by bushes.  There was a small fire pit in the middle and he saw a saddle and sleeping blanket lying on the ground next to it.  He saw that through the legs of a large black horse, standing a couple of feet away, its head, shoulders and front flanks covered in grey steel armor.  Jake must have hit it in the side and bounced off.  The horse reared back, its teeth bared, front metal-shod hooves wheeling.  Jake could only stare and wait for the hooves to fall when a deep voice called out.  "Stand, Shadow!"
 
   The horse came back down, snorting and swinging its head.  A tall man, at least six three or six four, wearing a metal breastplate, greaves and vambraces over brown leather pants and a tan shirt, stepped from behind the horse.  In the early morning light, Jake could see that the man was muscular with short dark hair, with some gray sprinkled in, and bright blue eyes.  The man would have been considered handsome, except that his lean and hard face was lined with multiple scars, with an especially wicked looking one that ran from above his right eye, down diagonally across his nose and ending near his jaw line on his left cheek.  He wore a brown leather belt with a long dagger and an empty sheath for the long doubled-edged sword in his right hand.  Besides the weapon, Jake sensed a dangerousness, an air of violence, radiating from the man and knew this had to be the Master that Matus had mentioned.  He cried out in frustration and fear, trying to crawl away.
 
   "Easy, boy."  The man said, his deep voice rumbling.  "I'm not going to kill you.  What has you so terrified that you were running blind?"  Jake did not respond as he continued to crawl, his only thought to get away from this man.
 
   The man simply reached down and grabbed Jake's leg with his left hand and pulled him back towards his fire, Jake clawing at the ground to stop him.  He stopped, dropped Jake's legs and grabbed his arm.  His grip was firm, but not cruel, as he flipped Jake onto his back.  Jake could only look at him with terrified eyes, formless noises in his throat.
 
   "Boy, I asked you what you are running from."  The man said sternly.  His eyes were hard and not friendly.  "I see you have had a rough time of it, but I need to know what trouble you are in."  Before Jake could say anything, the two men who had been on guard duty barreled through the bushes into the clearing.
 
   To Jake's surprise and confusion, as soon as the tall man saw the other two, he immediately launched himself towards them.  The two men reacted in shock, stumbling back, yelling and reaching for their swords.  They apparently were only expecting to find Jake, not an armed warrior.  The two men's swords had barely cleared their sheaths when the tall man was on them.  His blade flashed as he struck and one man was down, hands grasping his throat, blood pouring from between his fingers.  The other man was able to swing his sword, but it was parried and, with a twist of his wrist, the tall man ran him through.
 
   As the tall man kicked the man off his blade, two more of the men who captured Jake came through the bushes, swords bare.  The tall man did not hesitate.  He closed the distance with them before they had time to set, blade moving, seemingly to blur in the morning light.  Faster than Jake could follow, both men were on the ground, dead or dying.  The tall man paused, listening, then moved quickly back towards the fire.  He stopped and stood there, waiting, like a snake coiled to strike.
 
   The remaining four men came through at once, Matus slightly behind the others.  All had their swords out; clearly they had heard the fighting before they got there.  Surt saw Jake lying on the ground, hate causing his face to twist into an ugly mask.  It was obvious that he did not intend to recapture Jake.  At Matus' order, they spread out, trying to surround the tall man.
 
   Despite the odds, the tall man again launched himself at the men.  Surt leapt to the side, his sword flying from his hand, dodging a blow as the tall man seemed to move like a ghost among the men.  Another was not so lucky and went down.  Matus engaged the tall man with his remaining man at his side.  The tall man had drawn his long dagger with his left hand as he fought with both men.  He moved so fast that Jake could not follow.  The other man went down, screaming, as his stomach was opened and Matus and the tall man were left one-on-one.
 
   Surt moved away from the fight, his eyes fixed on Jake.  He drew his dagger, the blade curved with a slight hook on the end, and came for Jake.  "Time to die, boy."  He hissed, eyes crazed.  Jake could not move or react, his body frozen from fear and exhaustion.  He simply watched as Surt came towards him, too tired to even call out.
 
   Suddenly, Surt's eyes went wide as the blade of a dagger blossomed from his throat.  It was the tall man's dagger, thrown at Surt.  He fell to his knees, then toppled to his side, his life bubbling away as he frantically clawed at the dagger.  Surt gave a strangled gurgle as he breathed his last and went still, eyes open and staring.
 
   The ringing of steel on steel echoed across the clearing as Matus and the tall man fought.  At first, they appeared to be evenly matched.  Their swords, metal flashing as they caught the light, seemed made of fire as they exchanged attacks and parries.
 
   In the end, though Matus was quick, the tall man was quicker.  The tall man's sword suddenly went low, stabbing Matus in the thigh.  He gave the sword a slight twist and ripped it out, causing Matus to cry out and fall to one knee.  The tall man blocked a counter-stroke from Matus with his armored forearm and brought his sword down.  He cut through Matus' arm at the elbow, severing the forearm and hand that held the sword.  The tall man spun like a dancer, blade extended, and Matus' head went tumbling to the ground.
 
   Jake lay on the ground, stunned by what he just witnessed.  This man just fought and killed eight men by himself.  The tall man moved back to Jake, scanning the area for more opponents.  "Are there any more, boy?"  He asked quietly, eyes never leaving the surrounding bushes.  "Are there more?!"  He repeated, tone harsh, when Jake did not say anything.
 
   "No, there were only eight."  Jake said softly, voice raspy from his exertions.
 
   Nodding, the man went back towards the dead men, pausing to remove his dagger from Surt.  He went over to Matus' body and wiped the blood off his dagger and sword on Matus' cloak and sheathed them.  He searched Matus' clothes and cloak, finding some gold and Jake's phone.  He looked at it with curiosity.
 
   "That's mine."  Jake said, struggling to sit up.  "He took it from me when he captured me."
 
   The tall man stared at Jake for a moment or two, then casually tossed him his phone, earbuds trailing like a streamer.  Jake could not catch it, but it landed next to him.  Jake picked up his phone, tears of relief coming to his eyes, as the tall man searched the rest of the bodies.
 
   Satisfied, the tall man went over to his supplies, which were lying next to his sleeping blanket, and searched through his saddle bags.  He pulled out a large piece of cloth, a waterskin and some wrapped food and came back to squat down next to Jake.
 
   "Here, boy, drink some water."  He said, handing Jake the waterskin, as he used the cloth to wipe the blood off his armor and clothes.  Jake gratefully tilted the skin back and drank deeply.  The tall man reached out and pulled it away.  "Not so fast.  In your condition, you are as likely to throw it up if you drink too much.  Take small sips only."  He handed the skin back to Jake and opened up the wrapped food.
 
   "Eat this and chew slowly."  He said as he handed Jake a small piece of what looked like jerky.  Jake bit into it and he was in heaven.  Though a touch salty, the jerky had an unusual spice flavoring that made his mouth water.  After two plus days with limited food and massive exertion, he felt he could eat twenty pounds of this.  However, the tall man kept the pieces small and, after a little while, put the jerky away.  Jake could not contain his disappointment and groaned.
 
   "Don't worry, boy.  I'll take you where you will be able to eat your fill."  The tall man said.  "What's your name?"
 
   "Jake.  Jake Thomas."
 
   "Well, Jake Thomas, my name is Dominic, of Sanduas."  The man said with a slight nod of the head.  "Let me take a look at your injuries."
 
   Dominic examined Jake's face, his rough hands almost gentle as he probed the extent of the damage.  When Jake shifted and winced, Dominic asked him about it and Jake told him about his injured ribs.  Dominic examined Jake's side and let his hands fall.
 
   "I don't think anything is broken, but you should be seen by a healer.  Unfortunately, the nearest ones are a two-day ride away."  Dominic said, looking intently at Jake.  "I will take you there, but before we leave, tell me how you came to be pursued by the half-men."
 
   "Half-men?"  Jake asked, confused, mind fuzzy from exhaustion.  "Are you talking about the men chasing me?"
 
   "Yes."  Dominic paused, looking thoughtful.  "Have you never heard of half-men before?"
 
   "No.  I'm not from around here."  Jake replied.
 
   Dominic made a waving gesture with his hand, dismissing the question.  "It is not important.  Tell me how you came to be here."
 
   Jake, tired, but relieved to have someone to talk to, told Dominic his story, starting from his fight after school.  Dominic listened quietly, face unreadable.
 
   After Jake had finished, Dominic shook his head and said.  "That is quite a tale, boy.  When we get to the city, this is something that my friend, Jonas, will need to hear and maybe even be able to understand.  Can you ride?"
 
   "A horse?"  Jake asked stupidly.
 
   Dominic just stared at Jake.  "Of course...I didn't mean for you to ride me."
 
   "I rode a horse at my grandfather's house, but that was years ago."
 
   "No matter.  In your condition, I don't think you could stay in the saddle on your own.  Rest for a moment."  Dominic said as he rose and saddled his horse.  He gathered his supplies and packed them away.  He slung his saddle bags and came back to Jake.  "Can you stand?"
 
   Jake tried to get up, but his legs would not cooperate.  After watching him struggle for a bit, Dominic just reached down and picked Jake up.  He carried him over to his horse and set Jake into the saddle.  He had Jake hold onto the pommel and swung up behind him.  He reached around Jake and grabbed the reins.
 
   "Don't worry, boy.  I won't let you fall off.  On, Shadow."  Dominic said as he booted his horse, getting him up to a gallop.
 
   They followed a winding dirt trail from the clearing, which, after about ten minutes, connected to a large hard-packed dirt road.  Dominic turned onto the road and set a moderate pace.  The temperature rose as the sun moved over the forest.  Jake could feel himself getting groggy and tried to stay awake by focusing on the passing terrain, but shortly, secured between Dominic and the saddle, rocking with the movement of the horse, drifted off into sleep.
 
   …
 
   Jake ran as hard as he could, running through a forest, the trees and bushes a blur as he passed them.  He was racing to avoid Surt and Matus; they were pursuing him, calling his name, sharp daggers in their hands.  He suddenly felt his legs cramp and he went down in a heap.
 
   He rolled onto his back, seeing Surt and Matus approaching, daggers gleaming, cruel smiles on their faces.  Behind them, a dark shape rose.  Jake could feel its malice; Surt's hatred was a pale thing compared to it.  The dark shape reached for Jake.  Jake could not escape, his body would not move.  Surt and Matus raised their daggers, the cold metal turning black as the shape reached between them for Jake.  Jake screamed for help and...
 
   Crying out, Jake came awake.  Awash in the emotions of the nightmare, Jake could not recall where he was.  He thrashed against the blankets covering him, struggling to get free.
 
   "Easy, boy.  You are safe."  Dominic's deep voice said, cutting through the emotions racking Jake.  He followed Dominic's voice and saw him sitting across a small fire from Jake, using a stone to hone his sword.  Jake was lying on the ground next to the fire, covered in Dominic's blanket, a saddlebag for a pillow.  "You have slept all day, though I am not sure it was restful for you."
 
   Jake slowly relaxed and laid back down.  His mind calmed and he became aware of the night sky, stars shining though the gaps in the trees around their campsite.  He glanced around and found Shadow tied up a few feet away.  The night was cool, with a slight breeze blowing.
 
   "I have something for your injuries."  Dominic said, setting aside his sword.  "It will help you rest and speed healing."  Jake saw Dominic take out a small poach and tap some powder into a cup.  He added water and stirred it with his finger.
 
   Dominic brought the cup over to Jake.  "It tastes terrible, but it works.  I have used it many times.  Drink it."  Jake gave the cup a distrustful glance, thinking about how he could politely refuse it.
 
   Dominic shook his head slightly and said.  "It's not poison, boy.  I wouldn't need that if I wanted to kill you."  He took a quick drink from the cup and held it back out to Jake.  "Drink it."
 
   Jake took the cup and sniffed.  It smelled terrible.  Feeling Dominic's eyes on him, Jake brought the cup to his lips and drank it down in a single gulp.  Jake gagged; it tasted even worse than it smelled.  He fought the urge to vomit as Dominic took and filled the cup with water and handed it back.  The water helped and the taste faded quickly.  He handed the cup back to Dominic.
 
   Jake laid his head back on the saddlebag while Dominic went back to honing his sword.  The soft rhythmic rasping sound as the stone slid across the metal soon had Jake's eyes closing.  He started to drift off into sleep when he heard the cry of what sounded like a large cat.  He looked around worriedly until Dominic spoke.
 
   "Rest easy, boy."  He said softly, never stopping his honing.  "Nothing will harm you while I am here."
 
   Jake, comforted by Dominic's words and protective presence, felt more secure than he had since coming here.  In a few seconds, he was asleep.


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter7]Chapter Seven
 
   It was just before dawn, the sky bluish-gray, when Jake was nudged awake by Dominic.  Jake had slept soundly, dreamless, throughout the night.  Jake awoke to find that his head did not hurt anymore and the pain in his side had faded to a light dull ache.  His knew that that his injuries were still there, but the pain was gone and it seemed that the healing process had sped up.
 
   "Get up, boy."  Dominic said, tapping Jake in the shoulder again with his boot.  "We need to get on the road if you want to sleep in a bed tonight.  If you need to answer nature's call, there is a stream back over there."  Dominic pointed across the clearing to where the ground sloped down.  He tossed Jake a small object in waxed paper.
 
   Jake looked at it confused, unsure what it was.  "It is soap."  Dominic said as he turned and started repacking his supplies.  Jake saw that Shadow had a feed bag on when he glanced over at the horse.
 
   Jake sat up and slowly stood, unsure if his legs would support him.  To his delight, it appeared that the foul-tasting potion Dominic had given him worked on his legs as well.  He stretched for a second, then headed for the stream.  The morning air was cool, but not uncomfortable.  His feet still felt damp as he walked across the clearing and he could see that his sweats were worse for wear, dirty and torn in multiple places from his race to escape Matus' group.
 
   After he used the bathroom, he bent down next to the stream and pulled out the soap.  His gave it a sniff and found that it had a pleasant floral scent.  He washed his hands, rewrapping the soap and headed back, letting his hands air dry rather than wipe them on his dirty clothes.  Jake walked slowly, twisting and stretching out some of the stiffness he felt as he moved.  Dominic had packed the supplies and was saddling Shadow when Jake got back.
 
   "Can I help?"  Jake asked, feeling odd just standing there watching.
 
   "No."  Dominic replied shortly.  He pointed to the waterskin and a small pouch sitting on a nearby log.  "There is something to eat and drink.  Eat it all as we will not stop for a meal until mid-day."  He went back to tightening the hitches on the saddle.
 
   Jake's mouth watered and his stomach grumbled in response to the thought of food.  He picked up the pouch and opened it.  He saw several large pieces of the jerky and a rough-cut piece of cheese.  He immediately pulled out the jerky and dug in, tearing at it with his teeth and savoring the flavor.  He ate all of the food, chasing his bites with sips from the waterskin.  Once he was done, he closed the empty pouch and capped the waterskin and went back over to where Dominic was waiting.
 
   "Do you feel strong enough to stay on the horse without help?"  Dominic asked as he put the pouch in a saddlebag and slung the waterskin over the pommel.  Jake nodded and Dominic swung up into the saddle.  He held down his hand and pulled Jake up and behind him.
 
   "Hang on, boy."  Dominic warned Jake.  Jake grabbed the straps on Dominic's breastplate.  "On, Shadow!"  Dominic called and Shadow leapt forward.  Dominic guided the big horse down a small dirt trail and back onto the forest road.  The trees moved by quickly as Shadow picked up speed.
 
   Jake shifted a few times to get comfortable as Shadow settled into a steady gallop.  He saw that they were still surrounded by the forest, though the trees seemed fewer and farther apart.  The morning light was scattered around the forest floor, streaming through the many gaps in the trees.
 
   "How big is this forest?"  Jake asked Dominic loudly, trying to be heard over the sound of Shadow's hooves.  "It seems to go on forever."
 
   "It is called the Great Southern Forest for a reason.  It stretches for hundreds of leagues south, perhaps the largest forest in the world.  It begins in the east at the base of the Gray Ridges mountain chain and spills out onto the Plain of Sanduas."  Dominic said over his shoulder.  "However, we are closer to its northern edge than you might imagine; we should be out of it within the hour.  The road we are on travels north-northeast.  We will exit onto the plains and travel to the Sanduas Royal Highway, the main east-west roadway.  From there, we will be able to reach Sanduas, the capital city, by nightfall."
 
   "So, once we get there…"  Jake started, trying to get a sense of what lay ahead.
 
   "I know that you have many questions, boy, but talking over my shoulder to answer them is not something I want to do.  I am sure when we get to Sanduas, Jonas will have a map and be more than happy to answer all of the questions you want to put to him.  Until then, the trip will be easier in silence."  Dominic turned his head forward, ending further conversation.
 
   Rather than bounce along in frustrating silence, Jake carefully took out his phone and powered it on.  He checked the battery and saw that he had about a ninety percent charge.  Even though he did not want to drain it, he decided to listen to some music to pass the time.  He put in his earbuds, picked a rock playlist and let his mind wander as the terrain blurred past.  His thoughts turned randomly to his family, Sean and Matt, Tina and, of course, Sabrina.  He was saddened by the thoughts, homesick, but, recalling his father's words, tried to set aside that emotion and remain calm.
 
   As the music seemed to beat in time with Shadow's rhythmic gait, he silently pondered how he would ever see them again.  He knew he was no longer on Earth; the past couple of days made that clear.  He had no idea how or why he came to be here, wherever here was; as such, he had no idea on how he could return.  He mulled that over for awhile, finding no answers.  In the end, he decided that he had no choice but to let this play out.  On the plus side, he felt safe with Dominic, despite his gruff demeanor.  Dominic seemed to have a lot of faith in this friend of his, Jonas.  Hopefully, he would be able to help Jake find out the answers to his questions and, more importantly, find a way home.
 
   Without much transition, the trees suddenly fell away and a rolling expanse of grassland opened up, cut only by the road.  Jake could see that there were clumps of trees scatted randomly across the plains and shadowed against the horizon.  The sun, shining brilliantly in the nearly cloudless bright blue sky, lit up the grasses and plants that covered the ground.  He could tell that it was still at mid-morning.  He felt Shadow increase his pace, as if the open land triggered a need for more speed.  The grasses flowed by, Shadow moving effortlessly, seemingly tireless in his stamina.
 
   After about an hour of travel, they came to a fork in the road.  To the east, there was a road that intersected the road they were on.  The road ahead split off into two paths, one bending off to the west and the other heading north.
 
   There they encountered the first people other than Matus' group and Dominic that Jake had seen.  A wagon being pulled by four horses, its bed covered with a canvas tarp, was coming from the east along the intersecting road, followed by two men on horseback.  They reached the crossroads at the same time as Dominic and Jake.  Dominic slowed Shadow to a walk, raising his hand in greeting to the wagon's occupants and pulled up next to them, Dominic facing the driver.
 
   The wagon driver was a stout man with a large belly, his round face red from the sun.  He was dressed in plain brown leather clothing, along with a shirt of chainmail.  He carried a large wooden club over his shoulder.  The following riders were dressed in similar garb, armed with swords.  They eyed Dominic, clearly a trained and armored warrior, with suspicion and some concern, but made no threatening moves.
 
   It was clear to Jake that they were guards to the other man on the wagon.  He was an older man, thin and white haired.  He was dressed more finely in well-made, though plain, light colored cotton pants and shirt, with polished brown leather boots that came up about mid-calf.  He had several pouches and a long dagger hanging from his thin leather belt.  He looked bored, slouching in the wagon's seat.
 
   "Greetings, warrior.  How fares the road from the south?"  The older man said as Dominic stopped Shadow, sounding as if he did not really care one way or the other.  "Any trouble along the way?"
 
   "We had some encounters in the Forest."  Dominic replied.  "You may need a stronger guard if you travel that way."
 
   "Fortunately, we head west."  The man nodded towards the westerly road.  "I am heading to Samutia to test the markets there."
 
   "Any news from the capital?  I have been away for a period of time."  Dominic asked.
 
   "No real news, warrior.  Just gossip about who the king will select for young princess and the usual jockeying amongst the nobles."  The man said with a shrug of his shoulders.
 
   As he spoke with Dominic, Shadow shifted and the man gave a little start when he noticed Jake for the first time, with his strange clothes and earbuds in, and his eyes suddenly sparkled with interest.  "A strange boy you have with you, warrior.  Where do you hail from, son?"
 
   "My thanks, merchant.  Safe travels."  Dominic said briefly before Jake could answer.  He wheeled Shadow and spurred him on to avoid any more questions.  They sped off up the north road.
 
   "What are they doing?"  Dominic asked Jake over his shoulder, voice hard, body tense, his hand gripping his sword.
 
   Jake looked back and saw the wagon crossing the road and moving onto the westerly road.  "They're heading west.  Is there a problem?"  Jake asked.
 
   "I'm not sure.  I am always suspicious of travelers with too much curiosity.  The merchant's interest in you troubled me for some reason."  Dominic said, frowning, releasing his sword.  He reached into a saddlebag and pulled out a long cloak.  "Put this on.  Our enemies have eyes and ears everywhere and your clothes stand out.  For now, do not speak to anyone until we reach Jonas."  Dominic urged Shadow to a faster pace.
 
   They did not slow or stop for the rest of the morning.  Jake had put on the cloak and tucked away his phone to save power and was stuck gazing out across the plains as Dominic refused to talk about his concerns.  As it approached mid-day, he noticed a dark line appear on the horizon in front of them.  As they drew closer, Jake could see that it was a line of large, leafy trees that seemed to stretch for miles in either direction.  "What is that?"  Jake asked.
 
   "The Royal Highway."  Dominic replied.  "Over the centuries, the kings have planted trees to line both sides of the highway.  They each tried to outdo their predecessors, so the trees now line the complete length of the highway."
 
   As they approached the trees, Jake could make out a wooden building set just off the side of the road, settled in the trees.  It was a two-story building with a small fence around it.  As they drew closer, Jake saw several horses tied up next to the building and people standing on the porch.  There were also tables and chairs set up out in the small clearing under the trees.
 
   "What is this?"  Jake asked.
 
   "A waystation set up by the Crown to allow for travelers to eat and rest."  Dominic replied.  He glanced back at Jake.  "Pull up the hood to cover your face and do not speak to anyone for any reason."
 
   Jake settled the hood over his head as Dominic slowed and stopped Shadow at the waystation.  "Stay here" was all Dominic said as he dismounted and headed inside.  Clearly, Dominic was well known as several people greeted him as he climbed the steps, Dominic giving them curt nods in reply as he entered the building.  Many of the people on the porch started talking and pointing in his direction after Dominic passed.
 
   Jake could see and feel the curious stares on him as he quietly sat on Shadow.  He really wanted to get down for a few minutes.  His butt was sore from all of the riding, it was getting hot under the cloak and he felt a little stupid just sitting there.  However, he did not want to get on Dominic's bad side by disobeying him.  Showing a confidence he did not feel, he ignored the stares and quiet murmurings.
 
   He glanced around and saw the highway on the other side of the building.  The dirt road they were on gave way to a paved road.  The highway was wide and paved with interlocking blocks of flat gray stone. There were wear marks in the road, indicating many years of traffic.  Another row of the same type of tree rose on the other side of the highway.  Jake saw some riders on horses and a couple of wagons pass by as he waited for Dominic.
 
   After a few minutes, Jake heard the murmuring increase at the building and turned his head to see Dominic heading back towards him, two large pouches in his hand.  Dominic quickly pulled himself into the saddle and directed Shadow out onto the highway, pushing him into a gallop.  Shadow's metal-shod hooves rang as they hit the paving stones.
 
   "Here."  Dominic said as he handed Jake a pouch.  "We'll eat in the saddle."  Jake struggled at first to open the pouch and maintain his balance on the horse.  He finally succeeded in opening it to find what looked like a large turkey leg, some cheese and an apple.  It took a couple of minutes of frustration, but Jake finally got the hang of eating one-handed on the back of a moving horse.  He was hungry and quickly finished the food. The leg of meat did taste like turkey and was flavored nicely, the cheese was sharp and the apple tart.  He followed Dominic's example and tossed the bones and apple core into the tree line and stuffed the empty pouch into a pocket inside the cloak.  Dominic handed Jake the waterskin to wash it all down.
 
   They were approaching a small rise in the highway when Jake heard the rumble from the hooves of multiple horses and rattling metal coming from the other side of the rise in front of them.  As they neared the top, a large group of armored men on horseback came riding towards them.  They all looked alike, so Jake knew they had to be soldiers.
 
   They wore the same thick breastplates and greaves, their arms cover in chainmail, with leather gauntlets protected with interlocking sections of metal.  They all carried a lance about eight feet long, tipped with a shining metal blade.  A sword hung from the saddle of every horse.  They were riding in formation, three abreast and six deep.
 
   A few feet in front of the formation, two men rode.  One was dressed like the others, carrying a smooth pole with a green and yellow pennant snapping as they rode; the other was covered in full plate armor, the metal gleaming in the sunlight, also armed with a lance.  Unlike the others, he had a battle axe hanging from his saddle, the head made of two large moon-shaped blades with a long spike sticking out between them.  Given his armor and position in the formation, Jake assumed that this man was the leader.
 
   The leader saw Dominic and gave the signal to stop.  The formation slowed and came to a halt with the sound of creaking leather and snorting horses.  He raised his gauntleted hand in salute.  Dominic slowed and returned the salute.
 
   He pulled up next to the leader to talk.  Jake thought the leader was in his late twenties, a handsome dark-haired man, apparently of good cheer, with a broad smile on his face.
 
   "Greetings, Dominic."  He said as he gave Dominic a small bow.  "It is good to see you heading back to the capital after many weeks away.  Any success in your hunt?"  The young man asked lightly, his expression like they were sharing a private joke.
 
   "I was able to thin the herd some, Sir Alleon."  Dominic replied dryly.  He nodded at the battle axe.  "I see you still look forward to chopping wood."  Soft laughter rose from the men as they shared the comment.
 
   Sir Alleon laughed as well, affectionately patting his ax.  He shook his head and noticed Jake's cloaked and hooded form.  He looked at Dominic with a cocked eyebrow.  "Did you find something else on your hunt?  Something special after all these years, perhaps?"  He asked with a grin.
 
   Dominic's face went flat at that comment and Sir Alleon, suddenly looking abashed, quickly raised both hands.  "Your pardon, Dominic.  I can be so stupid at times.  My mouth often runs ahead of my mind.  I did not mean to make light of your grief."
 
   Dominic's face relaxed and he gave a nod of his head and a short wave of his hand.  "Your pardon, Sir Alleon.  I have been away from other people for too long.  No offense was taken."
 
   Sir Alleon gave a weak smile, looking relieved.  "Without giving offense, can I know about your passenger?  You are not known to keep company on the road."
 
   "No.  I think it is best to keep that secret for now.  I'll allow the king to decide who should be told.  Will you be back at court soon?"
 
   "No.  We are heading for the western border forts.  There have been reports of raids and other troubles.  We have been ordered there until further notice."  Sir Alleon replied, not looking happy about it.
 
   "Any news of the capital I should know of?"
 
   Sir Alleon's face turned grim.  "About a week ago, a patrol from my company ran into a large group of half-men only a few miles south of the city.  They had an Imp with them.  About half the patrol was killed before the clerics were able to drive off the Imp and the remaining half-men."  He shook his head sadly.  "They were good men.  Since then, the king has ordered the city gates to be closed at night.  If you want to get in, you will need to be there before the sun goes down."
 
   "Well, I'll not keep you any longer."  Dominic said.  "We both have long journeys.  My thanks and good hunting."  Dominic saluted Sir Alleon and spurred Shadow on, maintaining his salute down the line of soldiers.  They returned the salute, some bowing their heads to Dominic.
 
   Jake glanced back and saw the formation moving out as well.  He turned back, gauging whether Dominic would tell him anything.  He doubted it.
 
   The rest of the day was spent riding down the highway.  They passed by many other travelers as they made their way east.  The traffic seemed to get more crowded the further they went.  Several large crossroads intersected the highway along their route.  As he looked down the crossroads, Jake could see several small towns that sprang up just a mile or so down the road.
 
   "How come there are no towns along the highway?"  Jake asked Dominic.  "They all seem to be down the side roads." 
 
   "As with all things, a royal decree."  Dominic replied.  "The kings wanted the highway to speed commerce, as well as allow their armies to march quickly around the realm.  Having towns on the highway could impede that.  So, all towns and villages must be at least half a league off the highway."
 
   Jake also noticed that, at seeming random distances, the types of trees lining the roadway would change.  The large leafy trees gave way to tall evergreens which gave way to oak-like trees and back again.  He asked Dominic about it.
 
   "The whims of kings, boy.  Every new king seemed to feel he could not plant the same tree as his father.  So, they would pick a new tree to be planted during their reign."  Dominic shook his head.  "The children learn their history by remembering what tree was planted by which king.  For example, these pine trees are from the reign of King Alderic.  We are getting close now.  You should soon be able to see the capital."  Dominic turned forward, ending the conversation.
 
   As the sun dipped lower behind them, the terrain slowly changed from relatively flat into a series of large hills.  The road rose and fell with the hills.  As they reached the peaks, Jake could see snow-capped mountains looming in the distance.
 
   He asked Dominic if they were the same range he saw when he first arrived.  Dominic nodded.  "It is the Gray Ridges."
 
   They traveled for a few more miles and rode up the last hill.  Dominic halted Shadow at the peak, taking in the view.  Jake could see at the bottom of this hill, a large valley spread out in front of them.  It was bordered to the east by the Gray Ridges and the hills they were in to the west.  The western hills connected with the foothills of the Gray Ridges to form a bowl at the southern end of the valley.  A wide river ran down from the mountains and cut through the valley, its course traveling west-northwest.  The northern part of the valley was open and seemed to go on forever.
 
   In the late afternoon light, Jake could see that the land was dotted with farms and homesteads.  The road they were on made a gray line through the green and browns of the fields.  It headed straight towards the river.  At its end rose a large city.
 
   Even at this distance, Jake saw that it was surrounded on all sides by large stone walls that looked to be at least twenty to thirty feet tall.  Inside the walls, a grid of streets cut through a variety of buildings: homes, businesses and others.  At its center, a large castle rose.  Its walls were painted white, but appeared almost golden as they caught the yellow rays of the setting sun.
 
   "Welcome to Sanduas, boy."  Dominic said as he started Shadow moving again.  "Here we will find Jonas and maybe some answers."
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   In the reddish light of a nearly setting sun, Dominic and Jake approached the western city gate.  Dominic explained that the Royal Highway originated from the western side of the city; there were other roads that traveled in different directions from the other city gates.
 
   Jake was awed by the sight of the thick city walls.  As he got closer, he could see that the walls were thirty-five to forty feet tall, made from large sections of interlocking stone, so tightly packed together that the wall almost looked like it was made from one solid piece. The walls were painted white, reflecting the colors of the setting sun.  The top of the wall had a raised section of stone that had cut outs at regular intervals, obviously for defense. As he looked up at the wall, he could see soldiers walking behind the cut outs.
 
   As they had ridden out of the hills and through the farms and homesteads surrounding the city, Dominic had explained the general layout of the city.  As seen from the hills, the city was set up in a diamond configuration, protected on all four sides by the city walls, the only entrances to the city from the city gates.  The Royal Palace was in the center of the city, surrounded by a large open courtyard.  The main streets that started from the gates all converged to that courtyard.  Because of this, the city was divided into four quarters.  Each quarter had a mix of businesses, shops and homes, but each had a name given to it by the city residents.  The Military Quarter was to the south-east, home to the main military training area.  The Perfume Quarter was to the south-west, with a large concentration of perfume and soap merchants.  The Holy Quarter was in the north-west, with a large cathedral built near the royal courtyard.  The River Quarter was in the north-east, closest to the river that ran next to the walls.
 
   The gates themselves were built into each corner where the massive city walls came together.  Each gate was actually made up of three distinct gates.  There were the large outer doors, made of thick metal; hanging on huge hinges, which, when opened, swung back towards the walls.  These could be opened and closed though a pulley system controlled by the gate guards.  Inside the short tunnel, a large metal grate was retracted into the ceiling; it could be dropped to block the tunnel in an emergency.  On the inside of the city wall, massive iron-bound wooden doors could be closed and buttressed as the last line of defense.  The tunnel itself had multiple murder holes where the defenders could shoot arrows or pour pitch on any invaders.
 
   They were forced to slow, then stop, as they came upon a crowd gathered at the gate, waiting to pass the guards and go inside the walls.  The guards were searching wagons and asking questions of those seeking entry.  Nervous glances were cast back at the sun; people worried about when the guards would declare nightfall and close the gates.  The guards, short but polite in their dealings, appeared to be aware of the concern of the crowd and were making an attempt to speed things along.  Jake was wondering if they would make it in as well when one of the guards saw Dominic.
 
   The guard was dressed like all of the rest in a metal breastplate with a raised image of a golden eagle, greaves over leather leggings, arms protected by chainmail and leather gauntlets, and an open-face metal helmet outlining his sweating face.  He carried a shield strapped across his back and a sheathed heavy sword hanging from his belt.  Unlike the others, he had a looped yellow cord hanging from his left shoulder.  He pushed his way through the crowd back to where Dominic and Jake sat on Shadow's back and made a short bow.
 
   "Good evening, Sir Dominic."  The man said.  "I'm Sergeant Jeffreys.  If you will be patient, I will see if I can get you through this crowd."
 
   "Only Dominic, Sergeant Jeffreys."  Dominic replied, with a nod his head in acknowledgement of the bow.  "I gave up that title years ago."  Jeffreys bowed again.
 
   Dominic gestured at the crowd.  "Is there trouble in the area?  I have never seen so many people trying to get into the city at once."
 
   "More rumors than actual troubles."  Jeffreys replied.  "Did you hear about the patrol that encountered an Imp with some half-men to the south a week or so ago?"  Dominic nodded.  "Now, people see an Imp behind every tree.  With all due respect to the king, I'm afraid his order to close the gates at night has only added to that sense of panic."
 
   "Have you increased your patrols?"  Dominic asked, frowning as he watched the nervous crowd.
 
   "Yes, we send several patrols out each day, ensuring that we ride through the villages and towns so the people can see us doing it.  We have also sent platoons of soldiers to stay in the remote villages to reassure the public.  Yet, many still come to the city at night to stay.  The innkeepers are doing brisk business."
 
   "I'm sure."  Dominic stated absently, still looking at the crowd at the gate.  After a moment, he turned back to face Jeffreys.  "I normally wouldn't ask for favors, but I need to get in tonight, Sergeant Jeffreys."  He nodded back at Jake's cloaked form.  "Please see to it."
 
   "One moment, if you please."  Jeffreys replied with a slight bow.  "I will need a few of my men to get you through the crowd."  He turned and signaled for his men.  Several responded and pushed their way through the crowd, telling people to move while reassuring them that they will get in.  Once they reached him, Jeffreys told them their orders and they started back to the gate, surrounding Shadow.
 
   Jake could hear the angry mutterings in the crowd as they made their way to the gate, but it was soon replaced by sounds of relief as the word spread that it was Dominic.  Jake could see that Dominic was held in high regard and more than just a simple warrior, first by the people at the waystation, then Sir Alleon and now this.  Several people reached out to touch him as he rode past.  Dominic stared straight ahead, face unreadable, not acknowledging the crowd.
 
   Once they had passed through the gates and past the press of people, the road opened into a wide paved plaza that reminded Jake of a baseball diamond.  The gate was where home plate would be, the city walls acting like the foul ball lines and a line of buildings across the plaza would be the outfield wall.  For the pitcher mound, there was a fountain in the middle of the plaza, with a statue of a knight on horseback, the horse rearing.
 
   The crowd was dispersing into the city, with a good number heading for the buildings.  The buildings, facing out into the plaza, were either two or three stories tall, made with stone walls and wooden roofs.  They each had two large windows on the first floor and several smaller windows on the second and third.  The doorways had large solid wooden doors, some open and some closed.  Jake could hear the sounds of music and voices coming from the open doorways.  Smoke rose from chimneys and signs hung from their porches, with the smell of cooking food drifting over, causing Jake's stomach to rumble.  He assumed that they were inns or restaurants.  There were about four buildings on each side of the main road leading directly away from the gate.  Jake looked up the paved street and saw the palace looming in the distance.
 
   Dominic spurred Shadow into a gentle trot, guiding him through the people and wagons, as they headed up the street towards the palace.  Jake noticed alleys behind and between the rows of buildings as they traveled.  After several rows of these buildings, they gave way to single-story buildings, made of either stone or wood, intersected by smaller roads that branched out from the main street.  These appeared to be individual homes and businesses, many with lawns and trees surrounded by short wooden fences.  Jake could see people sitting on porches, glancing at Shadow as he passed.
 
   They soon reached to courtyard that surrounded the palace.  The courtyard was paved, with large parks of grass and trees spaced out at regular intervals.  There were large torches lining the paths through the courtyard being lit by several groups of men.  Jake realized that those acted as streetlights.  Even larger torches lined the street they were on as it ran up to the gates of the palace.
 
   The Royal Palace, like the city proper, was surrounded by a tall wall, though this one was only about twenty feet tall.  Like the main walls, the palace walls were painted white.  In the middle of the wall they were facing, an arched gateway stood.  The gates were made of metal, polished to a mirror-like shine, and inlaid with golden carvings.  The gate was open and Jake could see four guardsmen standing inside the gate.
 
   The palace proper was set back about a hundred yards from the walls.  Jake guessed that its roof was around sixty feet above the ground.  There were five towers rising from the roof, one on each corner and one rising in the center.  The ones on the corners rose at least forty feet higher than the roof, with the center tower rising above the others by twenty feet or so.  The entire structure was painted white, with what looked like reddish tiles on the roof.  Jake observed that the building was pocketed with tall windows.
 
   Dominic turned Shadow down one of the courtyard paths, heading north.  They rode past and through several parks, the palace looming off to their right.  They came to another road that led to the palace and turned left again.  Jake saw a collection of buildings directly ahead, some with a single story and some a couple of stories tall.  These buildings surrounded a single large rectangular building, made from pale stone blocks, that was four stories tall.  Two sets of brightly colored stained-glass windows were spaced out at regular intervals along the building's wall, one set near the ground and another above it near the roof.  A large, artistically-carved set of double wooden doors stood above a short stone staircase in the side of the building.  A well-maintained path led from the street to the doors.  There was an open area with trees surrounding the sets of buildings.  Jake asked Dominic what it was.
 
   "It's the Temple of the One."  Dominic replied.  "That is our destination."
 
   They rode Shadow up to a small fence that separated the open area from some of the smaller buildings.  Dominic dismounted and loosely tied off the reins.  Jake slid off, wincing at the discomfort from straddling a horse all day.  He hung on to the saddle for a moment to make sure his legs would hold him, then slowly walked over to Dominic.  His legs and groin protested the movement and Jake hoped he would not have to ride again anytime soon.
 
   "Not used to riding, I guess, boy."  Dominic said with a slight smile, the first one Jake had seen on that scarred face.  "The only way to overcome it is to keep riding.  Maybe I will take you out to see the mountains tomorrow."  Jake groaned at that and Dominic's smile deepened for a second. 
 
   "Let's go inside."  Dominic said, smile fading into his normal expressionless appearance.  "You will find food, rest and maybe some answers."
 
   Dominic led Jake around to a single-story building that was attached to one side of the tall building.  A set of wooden doors stood above a couple of stone steps.  As they approached, the doors opened and two figures walked out into the evening.
 
   Both figures were wearing light brown robes with a large cowls hanging off their shoulders and down their backs, a two-inch brown leather belt around their waists, and brown leather boots.  Jake could see that they were both young men, maybe in their twenties, talking quietly as they came towards Dominic and Jake.  One was dark-haired and the other light-haired, both with their hair cut very short, maybe only a half-inch long.
 
   "Who are they?"  Jake asked quietly.
 
   "They are clerics, servants of the One."  Dominic replied.  "They are healers and teachers."
 
   The men noticed Dominic for the first time, suddenly smiling and raising a hand in greeting.  "Welcome and good evening, Dominic.  Praise to the One that you are back, safe and in one piece."  The dark-haired one said.  "I know that Brother Jonas will be pleased to hear of your return."
 
   "Good evening, Losan."  Dominic replied, nodding his head.  "Where can I find Jonas?"
 
   "He was tending to some of the sick when I last saw him."  Losan replied.  "If you go inside, one of the apprentices can find him for you."
 
   "My thanks, Brother."  Dominic said, moving towards the doors.  Jake followed and could feel the curious gazes of the two men as he passed.  Dominic climbed the steps and pulled open the door.  A wash of light flooded out, pushing away the darkening evening.  They entered and walked down a hallway lit with many candles.  Jake could hear the soft murmur of people speaking quietly, coming from the set of openings at the end of the hall.  Dominic headed straight for the opening on the right, clearly knowing his way around.
 
   They entered another room which walls were lined with shelving, filled with books and scrolls.  Several large tables, with long wooden benches, were placed in the center of the room.  More clerics were about the room, some speaking quietly with a group of people in white robes at one of the tables or reading at small wooden desks set up next to the walls.  Light was provided by large chandeliers of candles, hanging from the ceiling, as well as stands of candles near the desks.  Across the room, a large set of closed doors was set into the wall.
 
   Dominic approached one of the clerics and asked for Jonas.  The cleric nodded and called for one of the white-robed persons to come over.  As the person approached, Jake saw that he was a teenager about his own age, maybe a bit younger.  The cleric told him to find Jonas and the teenager gave a quick bow, turned and hurried off through a door at the end of the room.
 
   "Apprentice clerics."  Dominic leaned over and whispered to Jake, identifying the significance of the white robes.  He raised his voice to a normal volume.  "Most boys your age have been apprenticed for at least a couple of years.  Those that can't be soldiers or craftsmen become clerics."
 
   The cleric smiled at that and led Dominic and Jake over to an empty table.  He left them and had another apprentice bring over a tray with a pitcher of water and cups.  Dominic poured himself a cup and pushed the tray over to Jake.
 
   "You can lower the hood now."  Dominic said, as he looked across the table at Jake.  "You are safe enough here."
 
   Jake happily pulled the hood down, enjoying the cool air around his head.  He started to take off the cloak, but Dominic stopped him.
 
   "Not just yet.  Wait a bit longer until Jonas has heard your tale."  He said, glancing at the door at the end of the room.  "I have been away for a while, so he will know more of the mood of the city."  Dominic drained his cup, set it down on the table and settled back into his chair.
 
   Jake sat there sipping his water, aware of some of the clerics looking at him.  They had a look of concern on their faces; he realized that they were looking at his bruised and battered face.  A couple of clerics started towards him, clearly seeking to help, but the cleric that helped them waved them off.
 
   They sat there for a few minutes, quiet, the gentle murmur of the conversations of the clerics surrounding them.  Dominic suddenly straightened as the door at the end of the room opened, the white robed apprentice coming through followed by a cleric in brown robes.
 
   Jake could see that this cleric was a robust man about his height.  His face was tan, his head shaved bald and his short beard dark with some streaks of grey.  His eyes were also dark, set under thick eyebrows.  As he got closer, Jake could see that he had a friendly look about him.  His face was welcoming; eyes warm, with fine laugh lines at the corners of his eyes.  He looked as if he smiled and laughed a lot.  Unlike the other clerics, he carried a wooden staff about six feet tall, rune carved and capped in sliver.  He was not limping, so Jake was not sure why he was carrying it.
 
   Dominic rose as the cleric got closer.  The cleric came up, a large smile on his face, and embraced Dominic.  When Dominic returned the embrace, Jake knew this had to be Jonas.
 
   "Ahh, my friend, I'm glad to see you are still in one piece."  Jonas said, stepping back.  His voice had a soothing quality, it seemed to Jake.  "You have to send messages when you are out hunting to let me know you are still alive.  I have worried about you since you have been gone so long."
 
   "You worry like an old woman, Jonas."  Dominic replied.  "If you are that concerned, you could always leave this and join me, so you can mother me all the time."
 
   Jonas chuckled at that, giving Dominic a good-natured slap on the arm.  "I would just slow you down, like when we were children."  He turned to Jake, a curious look on his face.  "And who do we have here?"
 
   "His name is Jake."  Dominic said quietly, looking around and nodding at the other clerics.  "It would be better to discuss this in private first, Jonas."
 
   "If you think it's best, Dom."  Jonas said.  He turned back to the apprentice, who was waiting beside him.  "Go find Hailyn and have her come to my quarters.  Please tell her to bring some food for my guests when she comes."
 
   "Yes, Master."  The apprentice gave a slight bow and hurried off.
 
   Jonas turned to Jake.  "Come, young Jake.  I apologize for the unseemly welcome, but food will be brought for you while Dom and I talk."
 
   Jake stood up and followed as Jonas and Dominic headed to the hallway door.  They turned right and went through one of the openings.  The opening led to an entryway with a wooden door.  Jonas opened the door and they stepped outside into a garden.  Jake could see several apprentices moving through the garden, lighting pathway torches in the evening air.  Jonas led them down a pathway that ended at a small stone building.  Up a couple of small steps was a plain wooden door.  Jonas opened the door and went in.
 
   When Jake stepped inside, he saw that he was in a living room.  There was a small fire burning in the fireplace, with several braces of candles lit to give the room light.  A couple of chairs were set in front of the fireplace, with a small table with three chairs set against the opposite wall.  The walls were unadorned, with several wooden bookshelves scattered around the room, books and scrolls stacked neatly in them.  On the far wall, another door was open, candles lighting the room beyond.  Jake could see that there was a desk and chair, as well as a single bed against the back wall.
 
   "Please sit down."  Jonas said to Jake, gesturing to the table.  "Hailyn should be here shortly."
 
   Jake went to the table and pulled out one of the chairs and sat down gingerly, the short walk having revived his saddle soreness.  Jonas gave him a knowing smile.
 
   "I see that Dom is still not the easiest to travel with.  I was going to wait for Hailyn, but maybe I should see to your injuries…"  He cut off as a knock sounded on the outside door.  "Good.  That's probably her."
 
   Jonas opened the door and a young woman in a white robe entered, carrying a tray with two bowls and cups, a pitcher and a loaf of bread.  She was short and petite, only standing around five three with a pretty face, large brown eyes, a slender nose and full lips.  Her dark hair, shoulder length with long curls, framed her slightly tanned face.  She came over and set the tray down on the table.
 
   "Jake, this is Hailyn, a senior apprentice."  Jonas said in the way of introduction.  "Hailyn, this is Jake, a guest and stranger to the city.  Please see to his injuries while Dom and I speak privately."  He gave Jake a reassuring pat on his shoulder as he turned and went through the door into the other room, Dominic following.
 
   "Can I take this cloak off?"  Jake asked.  Dominic nodded as he closed the door behind him.
 
   ...
 
   "What is this about, Dom?"  Jonas asked as the door closed.
 
   "I think this is the boy Mirtin spoke of."  Dominic replied directly.
 
   Jonas gave a start.  Mirtin had been Jonas' predecessor as Chief Cleric.  He had been an active man, beloved by the clerics, and lived a long, full life, fading only at the end.  It had been over ten years ago when he had been slowly dying, unconscious for the last week of his life, the other clerics unable to revive him.
 
   Jonas had been watching over him, trying to keep him comfortable when Dominic had returned from one of his hunting expeditions.  They had stepped away from the bed and were talking quietly when Mirtin suddenly sat up, startling them, his eyes open and lucid.  He looked over at Jonas, meeting his eyes.
 
   "I was visited by a Messenger of the One."  Mirtin said, voice soft, but clear.  "A day may come when a boy, almost a man, appears.  You will know him as a stranger and he will be pursued by our enemies.  If this day comes, you both..." pointing first at Jonas, then at Dominic "...must do everything to guide and protect him.  He must be allowed to fulfill his destiny, for it is something that is greatly desired.  Do not fail in this."  He finished, voice fading, then gave a shudder, his eyes closing and, with a long sigh, fell back on the bed.
 
   Jonas had rushed to his side, but Mirtin was already dead, a slight, contented smile on his face.
 
   "Tell me why you think this is that boy."  Jonas said to Dominic.
 
   ...
 
   After the door closed, Jake rose and undid the cloak.  He folded it over one of the chairs in front to the fireplace and sat back down.  He saw Hailyn studying his torn and dirty sweats, making him feel a bit self-conscious.
 
   Hailyn gave him a smile, took one of chairs at the table and moved it in front of Jake.  She sat down, their knees nearly touching.  This close, Jake could see that her irises had unusual golden flakes mixed in with the brown.  "I would like to look to your injuries, if you would let me."
 
   She reached out to touch Jake's face when he nodded.  She turned his face, looking at the bruises and cut lip.  Her hands tightened on his face as she closed her eyes.  "Please relax, Jake.  I will not hurt you."
 
   Jake watched her, her eyes closed, face showing concentration.  He was wondering what she was doing when, suddenly, a golden nimbus shone around her.  Jake tried to pull back, but she held his face tight.  "Don't be afraid, Jake."  She said softly, eye still closed.
 
   Jake, pride stung a bit by the suggestion of fear, tried to relax, his mind still racing.  From his face, he could feel a sensation of warmth spreading throughout his body.  He was focused on that sensation when the light around Hailyn flared and the warmth turned hot at the areas of his injuries.  It startled him, but it was not painful.  It only lasted for a moment or two, then the light faded and Hailyn sat back, opening her eyes, face calm.
 
   Jake noticed that his pain was gone.  He pulled up his sweatshirt and looked down at his ribs.  To his shock, the bruises were completely gone.  He reached up and ran a finger across his lips, finding only unbroken skin.  He could not see his face, but he was sure that those bruises were gone as well.
 
   "What did you just do?"  He asked incredulously, noticing his hand shaking slightly.
 
   "I healed you."  Hailyn said, looking perplexed.  "I know that you are a stranger here, but surely you have seen a cleric perform healing before?"
 
   Jake took a deep calming breath and shook his head.  "Where I come from, there are no clerics.  Well, there are clerics, but they do not heal people like that.  How did you do it?"
 
   Hailyn tilted her head slightly and gave Jake a smile, her brown eyes sparkling with curiosity.  "Truly, you have never seen healing?  You are a strange boy, Jake."  She started to say something, then gave a little shake of her head.  "Your question is probably better answered by my Master.  He will have a better understanding of how to assist you."
 
   She reached out to the tray on the table and pushed a bowl and spoon over to him.  "You should eat.  Your body will need the strength after receiving healing."
 
   Jake nodded slowly, still bewildered by what just happened.  He took a spoonful of the stew in the bowl and gave it a quick sniff, finding a slight spicy smell.  He saw that there were chunks of meat mixed with chopped vegetables in a brown broth.  He tasted it and found it delicious.  He began to spoon it in, as Hailyn tore the bread into pieces for him to dip.  He didn't realized how hungry he was until he finished the bowl.  Despite the food he just ate, his stomach gave a loud growl, causing him to flush slightly as he was sure that Hailyn heard it.
 
   "Here, Jake."  She said, sliding the other bowl to him.  "Go ahead and eat.  There is plenty; I can get Dominic another bowl."  She filled a cup for him and sat back.
 
   Jake ate slower this time, conscious of Hailyn watching him.  He glanced at her from time to time and she would give him a reassuring smile every time, her brown eyes curious.  He finished the bowl and leaned back in his chair.
 
   "How old are you, Jake?"  She asked suddenly.
 
   "I'll turn eighteen near the end of next month."  Jake replied, struck by a sudden thought that they could tell time differently here.  "Eighteen years old.  Do you use years here as well?"
 
   "Yes, we use years."  Hailyn replied, her eyebrows scrunching, confused.  "There are three hundred and sixty days per year."
 
   "That's about the same as ours."  Jake said, relieved to have something he could understand.  "How old are you?"
 
   "I'm eighteen."  Hailyn said.
 
   "Really?  That's cool.  So, how long have you been an apprentice?"  Jake asked, delighted to be able to talk with someone his age.
 
   Before Hailyn could answer, the far door opened and Dominic and Jonas came back in the room.
 
   Dominic strode over to the table, saw the empty bowls and grabbed the remaining bread.  He gave Jake a look and a shake of his head.  "Thanks for leaving me some, boy."  He said sarcastically.  He held up a hand as Jake started to protest.  "No harm done."
 
   He moved away from the table and went to the outside door, turning his head to look back at Jake.  "I need to take Shadow to the stables in the Military Quarter and will find something to eat there.  Stay here with Jonas.  I'm sure he will answer your questions.  I will be back shortly."  He left, closing the door behind him.
 
   Jonas spoke to Hailyn, a proud smile on his face.  "I can see from Jake's face that you did a fine job healing, Hailyn.  Thank you for your assistance."  He gestured at the door.  "If you please, I need to speak with Jake alone.  Please make sure no one disturbs us."
 
   "Of course, Master."  Hailyn said with a small bow, giving Jake a smile as she turned and left the room.
 
   Jonas took the other chair and set it across the table from Jake and sat down.  He studied Jake for a few moments with his warm eyes, a thoughtful look on his face.  Then he smiled and said.  "Dominic has told me quite a tale about you, young Jake.  He said that you are a stranger to these lands and have a great many questions.  Let me try to find answers to them, if I can."
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   Jake took a second and organized the questions in his mind into some semblance of order while Jonas waited patiently across the table.  Unfortunately, once he started, in his excitement that he may finally get some answers, everything came out in a rush.
 
   "First of all, where am I?  How did I get here?  How can I understand you?  What did Hailyn do to me?  Who is Dominic?  What are half-men?  Why…"  Jake cut off as Jonas laughed and raised his hands.
 
   "Dom was right, you do have questions!"  He chuckled a bit more, then said.  "Be at peace, Jake.  I will do my best to answer all of your questions, but perhaps we should start from the beginning.  Why don't you tell me how you got here and we can go from there."
 
   Jake, embarrassed by his outburst of questions, took a deep breath, and then told Jonas about the events that brought him here, starting from his day at school.  He got to where Dominic saved him from Matus and his men and stopped.
 
   "Dominic called them 'half-men'."  Jake asked.  "I don't understand what that means.  They seemed as human as you and I."
 
   "I will explain that shortly, but please finish your tale first."  Jonas said, smiling to encourage him.
 
   Jake continued on with his story.  He got to the part of Dominic giving him the drink to help his injuries when Jonas laughed out loud.
 
   "You actually drank that?"  He said, chuckling.  "I make that special for Dom.  He is stubborn about not allowing me or anyone else to heal him, so I mix up some herbs and other elements that do help the healing process.  But, because of his stubbornness, I add something special for the taste."  He gestured to Jake.  "Forgive my interruption; please continue your story."
 
   Jake finished with the day's travels and the arrival at the city.  Jonas was quiet for a moment, looking at Jake, then started to speak.
 
   "Jake, to start, I cannot answer why you are here.  I have never read or heard about any similar occurrences in the histories.  I can only pray that the One has brought you here for a purpose."
 
   "The One?"  Jake asked, confused.
 
   "He is whom we serve, the One, the Light of All Things.  He is also called by some the Creator, He who made All."  Jonas said, reverently.
 
   "You mean God?"
 
   "He is not commonly spoken of by that name, since many of the people used to worship many gods, but if I understand you, yes.  Speaking of understanding, maybe it is He that allows us to understand each other's speech.  I may be biased because of my calling, but I would like to think that He would want us to understand one another.  We have to have faith in His goodness."
 
   "I guess.  So, you are a priest?"  Jake responded.
 
   "I'm not familiar with that name."  Jonas said.  "We are clerics, servants of the One.  We teach the people of Him, as well as work as healers, scholars, historians and teachers of children.  We each do work according to our strengths.  Hailyn, for example, is very adept at healing, yet she also teaches the young children to read and write."
 
   "Can all clerics heal like Hailyn?"  Jake asked, remembering the unusual sensations of that process.
 
   "No."  Jonas said, shaking his head.  "It is a gift that only some possess."
 
   "What is it that she does?  I mean, how does it work?"
 
   "That is not an easy question."  Jonas replied, pausing to think.  "I will try to explain it this way:  We believe that it is a gift from the One to help us serve the people.  The old writings say that, in some way, we are able to tap into the Light of His power.  Besides the ability to heal, it shields us from the power of our enemies, the demons and their followers."
 
   "Demons?!"  Jake asked incredulously, sitting up straight, not believing what he was hearing.  "You mean you actually believe that demons exist?"
 
   "We do not believe that they exist, Jake; we know."  Jonas said, face serious.  "We are told that these creatures were once servants of the One, in a time before all things were made, but that they were shut away from the Light for rebelling against the One.  They were banished into the Darkness, evil spirits twisted by hate and envy."
 
   "That sounds like the story where I come from."  Jake interrupted, remembering his Sunday school lessons at church.
 
   "The histories also tell us that around a thousand years ago, the demons first appeared in this world.  When I say appeared, I mean that they have physical form and are present in this world.  How they came here, it does not tell."
 
   "I'm not sure I can believe that."  Jake said quietly, his mind trying to wrap itself around what he was hearing.
 
   "Whether you believe it or not, Jake, they do exist.  I pray you never meet one."  Jonas paused for a moment.  "You have already encountered their followers.  You had asked why Dom called those men who had captured you 'half-men'.  That is the name we give the servants of the demons.  Did you notice a certain wildness about them?  That they seem to enjoy cruelty, hatred and envy?"  Jake nodded, shuddering, remembering that crazed look and his treatment at the hands of Surt and the rest.
 
   "The reason for that is they have allowed the demons to corrupt them.  In a way I do not understand, when these men commit themselves to the demons, part of the demons' power goes into them.  What the demons receive from this exchange, we do not know.  The men gain extra strength, but lose themselves.  They act on their base impulses without thought or concern for others.  They are savage in battle, delighting in killing.  As such, we believe that they are now only half a man, the other half demon.  Thus, 'half-man'."
 
   "Have any ever changed sides?"  Jake asked, thinking about Matus protecting him from Surt.  "Can they be cured?"
 
   "No."  Jonas said sadly.  "Once they allow the demons' power to go into them, they are forever corrupted.  Some of our writings tell of efforts by clerics to cure these half-men, but every attempt failed.  To use our power on them, like Hailyn did for you, only destroys them."
 
   "Why is that?"  Jake asked.  "I mean, they are still human after all."
 
   "I believe that is because the power we wield is in opposition to the demons'.  The demons' power worms its way into every fiber of the half-men.  When we try and cure it, the powers conflict and that destroys the half-men."
 
   Jake thought about that for a moment, then asked, curious.  "Have you ever seen a demon?"
 
   "Yes, Jake.  All clerics who can wield power have gone out with our soldiers, both for healing and to protect them from the demons.  Ordinary soldiers cannot stand against their might without our help.  As I said, our power is in opposition to theirs.  So, yes, I have faced demons before."  Jonas's face was grim.  "They are horrible things.  You can feel the evil radiating from them.  As I said, I pray that you never meet one."
 
   "I'll take your word on that."  Jake said, grabbing his cup and sipping at his water.
 
   They sat in silence for a minute, Jonas relaxed and patient, as Jake tried sort through everything that he had heard.  The only sounds were the crackling of the fire and the faint sounds of conversation out in the garden.
 
   "Will you tell me about Dominic?"  Jake asked, changing the subject away from demons.  "I know that you are friends.  He is clearly someone famous.  The guard at the gate called him 'Sir Dominic'."
 
   "That is an easy enough question, Jake."  Jonas replied, a smile returning to his face.  "You are correct; Dom and I have been friends since we were children.  We grew up in a small village to the north, along the Blue River.  In many ways, ours was an odd friendship.  Dom was tall, a natural athlete, strong and fast, and always fearless; I was smaller, not quite so graceful, and cautious."  His smile turned rueful.  "That has not changed much over the years."
 
   "Once we were about your age, Dom convinced me to go with him to join the army.  We came here to the capital and enlisted."  Jonas chuckled, recalling.  "I must admit, Dom was in his element.  He was a natural.  He took to swordplay and combat as if he had always done it.  Our instructors were amazed at how fast he picked things up and his battle prowess.  Needless to say, he quickly rose through the ranks."
 
   "If you joined the army together, how is it that you are now a cleric?"  Jake asked, recalling Dominic's comments about apprentices.
 
   "Jake, I was, at best, an average solider.  I became adequate with a blade, but it was clear that I would have to find another occupation once my enlistment was up."  Jonas replied, with a little shake of his head.  "As with all things, events do not always follow expectations.  For me, that meant I would not need to wait until my enlistment ended."
 
   "Our officers knew of our friendship, so Dom and I were placed in the same unit after training and, shortly thereafter, were sent to the western border to guard against raiders."  Jonas paused, a look of sadness passing across his face, eyes haunted.  "We were deployed to defend a remote border outpost.  Three days after we arrived, we were attacked in force by raiders from the Inland Sea.  Surprising us by advancing in the night, their forces surrounded our position.  We were just able to get a messenger away to gather reinforcements from nearby posts, since we were outnumbered at least three-to-one.  We dug in, as we knew it would take at least two days or more for help to arrive.  Sadly, after a couple of days of hard fighting, they were able to breach our defenses.  Let me just say that I am glad Dom was there with me."
 
   Jonas leaned forward, his face grave.  "When they breached on the morning of the third day, it looked like that would be the end of us.  It was horrible, Jake.  Men were dying all around us, friends of ours.  I was standing next to Dom on the wall, fighting at his side, when I was struck by a couple arrows.  One took me in the leg, causing me to fall, the other through my side.  Tried as I could, the leg would not work and I could not rise.  I said my prayers, figuring my time was done."
 
   "What I had not counted on was Dom.  He stood over me, fighting our enemies, for hours; he was like a man possessed.  I have never seen the like; anyone that came close enough to him simply died.  When our reinforcements arrived and drove off the raiders that afternoon, they found us on the wall, a pile of dead raiders around us.  Dom was still standing, though he was wounded, his sword notched and armor scored from many blows.  He kept me alive that whole time."
 
   Jonas was quiet for a moment, lost in his memories.  He gave a little shake and a faint smile returned.  "Dom would not leave me until he was sure that the clerics had healed me."  He said softly, then looked directly at Jake.  "As to your question, it was in that healing that the clerics detected the spark.  By that I mean, they could tell that I had the ability to wield their power.  It is not a common gift, and healers are held in high regard, so I was released from the army and found myself sent back to the capital to become an apprentice cleric."
 
   "Is that why you have that staff?  For your leg wound?"  Jake asked, realizing too late that the question may be too personal.
 
   Jonas smiled, clearly not offended.  "No, Jake.  When I was healed, it was complete.  My leg was as good as new.  I got the staff after I became Chief Cleric."
 
   "So, it is the Chief Cleric's staff, like a badge of office?"  Jake responded.
 
   Jonas shook his head.  "It may become that, but I am its first holder.  It was given to me personally by its creator."
 
   Jonas paused to take a drink of water, then continued.  "After I passed my tests as an apprentice, I devoted my time to researching the healing arts.  While our power is very strong for healing, it does have its limits.  We cannot stop aging, heal death and some conditions resist us.  Besides trying to discover ways to increase the effectiveness of our power, I looked for alternatives when healing clerics are not around.  That is how I was able to create Dom's potion for healing."
 
   Jonas gave a heavy sigh.  "After I became Chief Cleric, my research took a personal turn.  My wife became very ill and healing could not wholly cure her."
 
   "You're married?"  Jake interrupted, surprised.
 
   "I was, Jake."  Jonas said, smiling sadly.  "I met my wife shortly after I passed my tests.  After a year-long courtship, we were married.  It was a happy time for me; we were very much in love."  He paused, voice catching.
 
   He cleared his throat.  "As I was saying, she became ill and I could not find anything in our books to help.  Desperate, I traveled to the fortress of Tomaris, a scholar and magic user.  He is a strange old man who wields a power I do not understand.  However, he has the most extensive library I know of.  It was while I was there, desperately trying to find a cure, that he gave this staff to me.  It strengthens and focuses my power, greatly increasing the amount I can wield.  I rushed home, confident that with it I could save my wife.  Unfortunately, despite the best efforts of the other clerics, she had passed away two days before I returned."
 
   "I'm sorry.  I didn't know."  Jake said softly, feeling terrible about his question now.
 
   "There is nothing to apologize for, young Jake.  I have had many years to reconcile myself with the loss.  Our teachings say, and I believe, that I will see her again after I pass from this life."  Jonas smiled again, humor returning.  "She was a strong and patient woman.  She would scold me if it appeared that I rushed to her side."
 
   He changed subjects.  "But your question was about Dominic, not me.  After his performance at the battle, Dom was promoted and given a choice of assignments.  I think because I was here, he chose to come back to the capital and join the Royal Guards, the personal soldiers of the King.  His story was widely known and he became very popular with the nobles and the people."
 
   Jonas smiled fondly.  "Looking at him now, you may not believe it, but Dom was considered by the ladies as the catch of the kingdom back then.  He was handsome, witty, heroic and, of course, single.  The ladies, at court and in the city, pursued him and I think he enjoyed the chase."
 
   "However, his first love was being a soldier.  He rose rapidly in the ranks of the Royal Guard, becoming an officer and, eventually, the youngest commander ever.  He was allowed by the King, from time to time, to join the regular army on missions and in battle.  It is not simply a friend's pride that allows me to say that he was the best soldier the kingdom had.  He was always in the thick of the fighting, with the regular soldiers, never hiding behind his command.  As such, he gained the loyalty of the army.  It was in recognition of this, that the King knighted him and made him Commander of the Army, as well as Commander of the Royal Guard.  He was loved by the people and feared by our enemies."
 
   "Wow, so what happened?"  Jake asked, fascinated.  "He said he gave up that title years ago."
 
   "That is Dom's story to tell, Jake."  Jonas said, suddenly cautious.  "I would advise you not to press him about it; he does not like to discuss it.  I will only say that he and the King became at odds and Dom was released from his obligations and command.  Since that time, he has dedicated himself to clearing the kingdom of the half-men."  He paused for a moment.  "Jake, even though he no longer serves the Crown, he retained the loyalty and affection of the people.  His lonely fight against the half-men and demons has only increased their regard.  That is why you see the reaction people have to him."
 
   "Ok."  Jake said, wanting to know more about Dominic, but seeing that Jonas would not give any more details.  "Maybe we can discuss where I am.  All I know is that I am not on my world."
 
   "That is easy enough."  Jonas said, rising from his chair and going to a bookshelf.  He rummaged through some scrolls while Jake refilled his cup and took a drink.  Jonas returned to the table with a large rolled-up scroll.  He cleared the tray off the table and unrolled it.  Jake could see that it was a map with a central landmass with water on the western and eastern sides.  There were lines and symbols written on the map.
 
   "You are here."  Jonas said, pointing to a symbol near the center of the map.  "This is Sanduas, the city."  He pointed to a line of upside down 'V's to the east of the city.  "These are the Gray Ridges."  He said, tracing the mountain range down to the south.  He pointed to a large green area was to the south and south-west of the city, extending towards the bottom edge of the map.  "This is the Great Southern Forest, where you were captured and found Dom."
 
   Jonas sat down again as Jake studied the map.  "The large body of water to the west is the Inland Sea while the one to the east is the Outer Ocean.  The solid lines indicate the borders of the various countries.  To our north, you see the country of Beragan.  Beyond that are the northern wastes.  The area directly to the south of Sanduas is the country of Morisan.  South of Morisan, you will find a loose confederation of city-states, then the Southern Wilds, an untamed and mysterious land.  To the east, over the Gray Ridges, lies the nation of Aletonia.  It extends from the mountains to the Outer Sea and south to the Southern Wilds."
 
   "Is this world called something?"  Jake asked, struggling to orient himself.  "What I mean is, for example, the world I'm from is called Earth."
 
   "It is known to us as simply 'the world'."  Jonas replied.  "I wish I could help you better, Jake, have something more reassuring to tell you, but some of your questions are beyond me."
 
   "Ok."  Jake said quietly, resigned.
 
   Jonas reached out and grasped Jake's hand, giving it a squeeze.  "What I will do is send a message to Tomaris.  As I mentioned, he is a scholar, powerful and very wise.  He has knowledge of many things, like how he made this staff, so maybe he can understand what has occurred to bring you here and why.  I'll send it first thing tomorrow."
 
   Jonas paused, then continued.  "Jake, I know that this is hard for you, but you should prepare yourself to stay here for the foreseeable future.  Even if Tomaris can help, it may be weeks before we have an answer.  It will take several days just to get the message to him."
 
   Jonas stood up.  "I'll make arrangements for you to stay with friends while you are here."  He looked Jake in the eye.  "I believe that you are a good and honest young man, Jake.  Know that, while you are here, I will do whatever I can to make you feel welcome and safe.  I am sure Dom will do the same."
 
   He headed to the door.  "I will ask that you stay here for now, Jake.  Try to relax; you are safe here.  I shouldn't be long."  He left, closing the door behind him.
 
   Jake slumped in his chair, gazing at the map, despair rising.  He felt trapped and alone, despite Jonas' warmth and reassurances.  None of this made any sense to him.  He could not believe that he was here, in a strange world, parted from his family and friends.  Would he ever see them again?  He reached and grabbed his phone, an anchor to his real life, and held it like a talisman to ward off this nightmare.
 
   He had been sitting there for a time, lost in his thoughts, when the door banged open, startling him, causing him to jump out of his seat.  He looked at the open doorway to see Dominic striding through, his face angry.  "Where's Jonas?"  He demanded.
 
   "He said that he was going to make some arraignments for me to stay while I'm here."  Jake replied, unsure of what caused Dominic's obvious anger.
 
   "Just when I need him, he is gone."  Dominic stated.  He motioned to Jake.  "Put the cloak back on, boy, and let's go.  We have been summoned to the palace."
 
   "What for?"  Jake asked, concerned, as he fastened the cloak back on.
 
   "Obviously, word has reached the king that I brought a stranger to the city."  Dominic spat.  "I assume he wants to poke and prod you for a bit.  Let's go and close the door behind you."  He turned and headed back out into the night.  Jake hurried to catch up.
 
   Dominic grabbed an apprentice walking in the garden, startling the young man.  "Find out where Chief Cleric Jonas is and tell him he needs to come to the palace."  Dominic gave him a shove.  "Now, boy!"  The apprentice, taking a look at Dominic's scarred face, turned and ran, calling out if anyone had seen Jonas, his nervous voice echoing off the buildings' walls.
 
   Dominic strode down the path and headed out the gates into the street, Jake almost running to keep up.  As Jake reached the street, he could see six soldiers arranged in formation, the metal of their armor and the heads of their sharp spears reflecting the torchlight.  Another soldier was standing to the side, a plumed helmet cradled under his arm, looking a bit pale in the torchlight.  Dominic headed straight for him.
 
   "All right, Captain Hessel."  Dominic said, voice angry, but even.  "We're here.  Chief Cleric Jonas was away, but a messenger has been sent to summon him."
 
   Without waiting for a response, Dominic strode off towards the palace, Jake hurrying to catch him.  Captain Hessel quickly put on his helmet, shouted an order and the soldiers ran to form a guard around Dominic and Jake.  It seemed to Jake that they were under arrest.
 
    
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter10]Chapter Ten
 
   With Dominic not saying anything as they made their way to the palace, Jake glanced nervously at the soldiers surrounding them, trying to get a sense of their mood.  To Jake, they seemed unhappy about their task, but professional.  Maybe it was their respect for Dominic; they seemed to want to be seen as dispassionate and disciplined, even Captain Hessel.  Even so, it would have appeared to anyone watching them that Dominic was leading the party.
 
   They made their way through one of the parks, torchlight illuminating the path.  The palace reared in front of them, its white walls reflecting the pale light of the rising moon.  The party made its way across the paved courtyard, heading for the gate that stood open in the middle of the wall.  Jake could see additional guards in front of the gate.
 
   Captain Hessel quickened his pace and reached the guards at the gate before the party.  Jake heard him speak to the guards and one turned and ran back into the palace grounds.  The group reached the gate and passed into the palace grounds.
 
   Even in the torchlight, Jake could see across the open courtyard that there were large gardens of trees and flowering plants surrounding the palace.  He could make out carved stone benches and statues placed within the gardens.  He also saw guards posted at regular intervals around the palace, some partially hidden by the foliage.
 
   They continued on the wide paved path that traveled up to the smooth stone stairs, which led to palace entrance.  As they made their way up the stairs, Jake could see the guards at the door.  Unlike the others, these guards were dressed in shining armor, each carrying a white shield on their left arm with a golden eagle painted in the center.  Their long surcoats were also white, secured over their armor with a wide leather belt.  From the belts, a sheathed sword hung from their hips.  They also held a tall spear, its point long and sharp, in their right hand.  The helmets, open-faced with a nose guard coming down from the brow area, were also shining, with a plume of white feathers topping them.  Jake could tell they were ceremonial guards, but they looked like they could also fight, if need be.
 
   The guards, looking straight ahead, did not acknowledge the group as they passed; obviously, they were expected.  As they entered the palace, Jake looked around.  He first noticed the polished stone floor, as his sneakers squeaked as he entered the foyer.  Dominic gave him a look out of the corner of his eye, shaking his head slightly.  Across the foyer were the entrances of three hallways. They headed across the foyer and entered the center hallway.  The hallway was tall with an arched ceiling, walls painted golden, decorated by paintings and woven hangings, brightly lit by hundreds of candles along the walls and hanging from the ceiling.  There was a thick red carpet that ran down the center of the stone floor, muffling their steps.  At the end of the hall were two enormous golden doors, with two more ceremonial guards stationed before the door.  Off to the right, a rotund older man with shoulder-length white hair and a short beard, dressed in fine clothing, waited.
 
   Captain Hessel gave his soldiers an order to halt and they stopped before the doors.  He went over to the finely dressed man and gave a slight bow.  "Greetings, Lord Genela.  I have brought Dominic and his charge, as instructed."
 
   "My thanks, Captain."  Genela replied airily, sounding as if he didn't mean it.  He looked over at the group and frowned.  "I do not see Brother Jonas.  Didn't your instructions say to require his presence as well?"
 
   Before Hessel could answer, Dominic spoke up.  "Enough, Genela; Captain Hessel did his duty.  As you well know, as Chief Cleric, Jonas does not have to come at the beck and call of the king.  However, I'm sure he'll arrive as soon as he finishes his business.  Now, let's get this over with before I do something you'll regret."  His hard blue eyes seemed to bore into Genela's, who recoiled slightly.
 
   "Of course, Dominic."  Genela gave a sarcastic little bow.  "It is, as always, such a pleasure to see you."  He turned back to Captain Hessel.  "You may leave us, Captain."  Captain Hessel gave another bow to Genela, saluted Dominic, and led his men back down the hall.
 
   Genela made a sharp gesture to the guards, who stepped back and opened the doors. Jake could see a large and wide hall, brightly lit, beyond the doors.  Genela walked into the hall, with Dominic a step behind.  Jake caught up with Dominic and walked by his side.  A wide red carpet ran from the door across the room to a raised dais against the far wall.  The dais was made up of three large semi-circular steps, the widest at the bottom, the smallest at the top.  On the top of the dais, two large gilded chairs stood, side by side.  The chairs were made the same, tall backed, with wide arms covered in leather, thick cushions on the seats.  Above the chairs, hanging on the back wall, a large banner loomed.  It was white, with a green and gold twisted edge.  Centered in the banner was a golden crown over a golden eagle.  The chairs were empty.
 
   Once inside, Jake was surprised to see at least fifty to sixty people standing around the hall, most dressed in fine clothes like Genela.  Jake could feel the eyes of everyone turn towards him and Dominic; he was conscious of his torn and dirty clothes under the cloak in this sea of finery.  The faint murmur of voices that filled the hall died for a moment as they stopped to look, then restarted, a little louder than before.
 
   Jake glanced at Dominic, whose face was neutral, though his eyes were still angry; he was apparently unconcerned as he strode forward towards the chairs.  As some of the people moved away from the dais, Jake could see that there was a smaller chair set at the base of the stairs, slightly to the right of the dais chairs.
 
   Genela stopped a few feet from the base of the dais, turned to face Dominic and said.  "Wait here.  The king shall be arriving shortly."  With a smirk, he moved off into the crowd.
 
   Jake leaned over and whispered to Dominic.  "Where I come from, there is no king.  I don't know what I'm supposed to do."
 
   "Just copy what I do, boy.  You'll be fine."  Dominic replied, eyes facing forward.
 
   Jake glanced around nervously.  He saw the open stares and whispers as the crowd watched him, increasing his anxiety.  He noticed that there were several other doors around the hall, smaller than the main doors, each one guarded.  There was one set of double-doors set into the wall off to the right side of the dais.  Two guards were posted there.
 
   As he was looking at those doors, one opened and a tall, thin dark-haired man carrying a short staff and dressed in green and gold silk stepped into the room.  He took two steps forward and stopped.  When he banged his staff on the floor three times, the sound echoing through the hall, the murmuring faded to silence.
 
   "King Kristin the First, Sovereign Lord of Sanduas and Protector of the Realm, comes."  He said loudly, a surprisingly deep voice coming out of that thin frame.  He banged his staff three more times.  "He comes."
 
   The guards opened both doors and Jake saw a man in his fifties, average height, slightly paunchy, with pale skin and a halo of gray hair surrounding the bald top of his head.  He was dressed in a fine green silk doublet and pants, polished leather boots and a golden belt.  A gold crown was perched on top of his head, four spikes rising from the ring of gold.  He made his way to the dais, the men in the crowd bowing, the women curtsying, as he passed.  He climbed the stairs to the chair to Jake's left.  He sat down, face unhappy, and looked down at Dominic and Jake, waiting.
 
   Dominic returned the stare for a moment, then bowed his head, neck barely bending.  Jake hurriedly copied him, making his bow lower, not sure what would give offense.
 
   The king nodded his head and gestured towards Dominic.  "I join all of Sanduas in rejoicing for your safe return, Dominic.  I hope that your hunting went well."
 
   "I had some success, Your Majesty."  Dominic replied, eyes hard, voice even.  "Why have we been summoned?"
 
   "Direct as always, Dominic."  The king sighed.  "I know that you must be tired from your travels, but word reached me that you had brought a stranger to the city, wrapped in a cloak and hood.  That was a strange report to hear since you are well known to travel and operate alone.  I wanted to find out what this was about, in case you were only here for a night."
 
   The king looked over at Jake.  "I take it that this young man is the stranger you brought?"  Dominic gave a curt nod.
 
   "Welcome to Sanduas, young man.  What is your name?"  The king asked.  Jake glanced over to Dominic, who motioned for him to respond.
 
   "Jake.  Jake Thomas."  Jake replied.  He caught Dominic's slight frown.  "Ahh...Your Majesty."
 
   "Welcome to Sanduas, Jake Thomas.  Please do not be afraid.  I am only looking for some answers."  The king said, smiling reassuringly at Jake.
 
   The smile faded as the king faced Dominic again.  "Why did you feel it necessary to hide his countenance when you arrived?"
 
   "He is a stranger to these lands.  I wanted to consult with Jonas before it was known that he is here."  Dominic answered.  He gestured to the crowd.  "I would suggest that this public setting is not appropriate for further discussion.  I ask that further questioning be done in a private audience."
 
   The king paused, staring back at Jake, eyes now curious.  Jake, uncomfortable with the attention, lowered his eyes and looked around.  As he did so, the double doors that the king came through opened and a young woman came into the room.
 
   Jake temporarily forgot where he was and could not do anything but stare.  She was beautiful.  She stood about five foot eight, with long reddish-brown hair and sparkling green eyes.  She had smooth and unblemished skin, a slim build with curves where a woman should have them.  Her dress was made of blue silk, which had a cut to it that accentuated her curves.  She moved gracefully as she walked to the dais, nodding to people in the crowd.
 
   She glanced over at Jake, saw his stare and smiled.  When she smiled, white teeth flashing, she became even more beautiful, if that was possible.  Jake stood there, his here and now forgotten, as he took in her beauty.  She continued to smile at him, which he returned until Dominic elbowed him in the ribs, hard.  Jake nearly doubled over from the shock.
 
   "Forgive him, Your Majesty.  He was apparently raised by savages who never told him it is impolite to stare at a woman."  Dominic said dryly.  Laughter rose from the crowd.
 
   "No apologies are necessary."  The king said, smiling fondly at the young woman.  "I have seen the effect my daughter has on young men before."  The crowd laughed again.
 
   "It is not like I encourage it, Father."  The woman replied, blushing slightly.
 
   "Young men don't need much encouragement, Keria."
 
   "Forgive my tardiness, Father."  Keria said as she sat down in the chair at the base of the dais.  "Have I missed anything important?"
 
   "Dominic and I were just having a discussion about this young man Jake."  The king said, gesturing towards Jake.  "He has asked for a private audience to continue that discussion.  I am weighing that request."
 
   "I would second that request, Your Majesty."  Jonas' voice said loudly, coming from behind Dominic and Jake.  Jake turned to see him walking up towards the throne, staff carried in his right hand.  Walking next to Jonas was a man a little shorter than Jake, dressed plainly in light brown pants and boots, with a darker vest, his bulging arms and shoulders bare.  He had short dark hair and dark eyes.  His shaven face had a ruddy complexion, like he was always in the sun.  He saw Jake's look and gave him a smile and a wink.  He had an open and friendly demeanor about him that Jake instantly liked.
 
   The men walked up to where Dominic and Jake stood, stopping on the other side of Dominic.  They both made a bow to the king.
 
   "My thanks for coming, Bother Jonas."  The king said, nodding his head.  He looked at the other man.  "Your presence is a pleasant surprise, Mastersmith."
 
   "It is always my honor to serve you, Your Majesty."  Jonas replied for them.  "Norlan is here at my request, if you will pardon the presumption."  The king gave a small wave of his hand as if to say "It is nothing."  "I have asked him to house Jake with his family while he is a guest with us.  If you do not object, of course."
 
   "I have no objections, Brother Jonas.  That sounds like an excellent idea."  He gestured to Norlan.  "My thanks, Mastersmith Norlan, for opening up your home.  If you need any assistance in providing this care, please send a message to the palace."
 
   "Thank you, Majesty, for such a kind offer."  Norlan replied with a bow and a smile.  "However, I'm confident my wife will make sure we can manage."
 
   The king chuckled.  "Wives are good for keeping us managed."  The court laughed with the king, who glanced over at the empty chair next to him, smile slowly fading.
 
   Jonas spoke up.  "If I may approach, Majesty, I can tell you my reasons for supporting Dominic's assertion that we should discuss this in private."  The king motioned him forward and Jonas climbed the stairs to kneel down next to the king, heads close, talking quietly.
 
   As Jonas and the king talked, the people in the hall started shifting around, talking with each other, voices murmuring.  Jake stood there, watching the crowd, next to Dominic, who was leaning over and talking to Norlan.  They were speaking quietly, so Jake could not make out everything they were saying.
 
   As Jake turned back towards the throne, he was shocked to find the princess walking towards him.  She gave him a smile as she approached.  Dominic caught her approach out of the corner of his eye and turned back towards Jake, his eyes trying to determine her intent.
 
   Jake felt decidedly awkward when she stopped in front of him.  He could only look into her gorgeous green eyes, his tongue tied up in knots.
 
   "Hello, Jake.  My name is Keria."  She said sweetly, smiling the whole time.  Jake was not sure what to do.  Not only was she beautiful, she was a princess.  Was he supposed to take her hand and kiss it?  Bow to her?  His mind raced to think of something to say, realizing that he was looking like an idiot just standing there.
 
   "The boy is so captivated by your beauty, Princess, that it has rendered him unable to speak."  Dominic said, his deep voice suddenly polished and urbane.  That tone took Jake by surprise, coming out of that scarred and hard face, but then he remembered Jonas saying that Dominic had been a ladies' man back in his younger days.  The princess laughed at that and reached out to take one of Jake's hands, giving it a squeeze before releasing it.
 
   "I will not bite you, Jake."  She said with a giggle, her perfume filling Jake's nose.
 
   "Ahh…thank you...ahh…Princess."  Jake sputtered, flushing from her attention.
 
   "You are a stranger and it is my duty to make you feel welcome.  You will have to come and talk to me sometime, Jake, so we can get to know one another."  She said, gesturing at the palace.  "I'm sure Lord Dominic will be able to arrange it."
 
   "Just Dominic, if you please, Princess."  Dominic said.  "The boy is obviously not used to the manners of court, so he will need some instruction before he can return."
 
   "I think I would prefer to talk with him without such instruction, Dominic."  She said, her beautiful face frowning.  "I have to talk to too many people with the 'manners of court'.  It is not often that I can speak with a stranger, especially one around my age."
 
   "I'd be happy to talk with you, Princess, if I am allowed."  Jake said.  The princess smiled again at that.  She took Jake's hand again and stepped closer.
 
   "I would like that, Jake…"  She started, then stopped, wrinkling her nose.  She stepped back, her smile slipping for a second, then recovered.  "Maybe after you have had time to visit the baths and have settled in with the Mastersmith."
 
   Jake flushed bright red, aghast as he realized that she smelled his body odor.
 
   "Forgive the boy, Princess."  Dominic said, voice sounding apologetic.  "We have not had the time to seek the baths since arriving.  He has had some adventure coming to us, leaving no time to properly bathe.  I will make sure he is presentable, the next time you meet."
 
   The princess laughed and said.  "If he has been having adventures, then he smells like he should."
 
   The king gestured and his herald rapped his staff on the floor again.  Everyone turned to face the king again.  The princess gave Jake's hand a squeeze.  "We shall speak again, Jake."  She turned and went back to her seat.
 
   The king spoke.  "After hearing Brother Jonas' reasoning, I will entertain him, and my council, in a private audience.  Dominic, Jonas has said that he can speak for you in this meeting if you wish to leave."  Dominic nodded his accent.
 
   The king turned to Jake.  "Jake, I understand that you have had a long journey.  Please accompany Mastersmith Norlan to his home, so you can rest.  I am sure that Brother Jonas will speak with you tomorrow."
 
   "Thank you, Your Majesty."  Jake said.
 
   The king rose from his seat.  "This audience is at an end.  My council will meet in the council chambers immediately."  He turned and headed for the double doors, Jonas walking next to him.  Bows and curtsies followed him as he left the room.
 
   "Come on, boy."  Dominic said, as he turned with Norlan and headed for the exit.  Jake fell in behind Dominic and Norlan, still feeling the eyes of many of the people following him.  They made their way outside of the palace walls and into the courtyard.  The turned and followed the palace wall toward the north, then turned right and headed away from the temple.
 
   Dominic saw Jake's look as they changed direction.  "Norlan lives in the River Quarter."  He turned to Norlan.  "Are the baths near the wall still open?"
 
   "Yes, Dominic."  The mastersmith replied.  "They should be open for another hour or so."
 
   "I will take the boy there, so he will not stink you out of house and home."  Jake flushed angrily at that, but did not say anything.  "I probably could use a bath as well."  Dominic admitted.  "After the bath, I will bring him to your home."
 
   "As you see fit, Dominic."  Norlan leaned over to Jake.  "I look forward to getting to know you, Jake.  I will go and make sure your room is ready."  He gave Jake a reassuring smile and headed off.
 
   Dominic and Jake wove through the streets as they made their way to the baths.  With the streets only lit by torches, it became impossible for Jake to remember the path back.  Jake was surprised by the number of people making their way down the paved streets.  He tried to take in the surroundings as they walked.
 
   Dominic set a quick pace and Jake soon found himself in front of a large single-story stone building with a set of wooden doors in the middle, the city wall towering over the rear of the building.  There was a sign over the doors with what looked like a waterfall painted on it.
 
   Dominic strode up to the door and went in, Jake following.  As they entered, Jake could smell that slight musty odor that accompanies damp places.  The room they entered was lit by several torches and had stone chairs lining one wall.  There was an opening on the back wall, from which Jake could hear the faint sound of running water.  There was a stone desk with a man sitting behind it, looking bored.  He brightened when he saw Dominic and Jake enter and came over to them.
 
   "Good evening, good sir.  What would you like tonight?"  He asked, smiling and trying to be helpful.
 
   "Baths for both, as well as robes and sandals."  Dominic replied, indicating Jake and himself.
 
   "That will be a total of twelve silvers.  Five silvers each for the robes and sandals and one silver each for the bath."  The man said, his eyes bright at the thought of a sale.
 
   Dominic opened a pouch on his belt and pulled out a gold piece.  The man went back to the desk and made change, returning it to Dominic.  He motioned them to follow and he led them through the opening and down a flight of stone stairs.  At the bottom, there was a short hallway with an opening on either side, both covered with a curtain.  He led them to the curtain on their left and pulled it back.
 
   "Please enter.  These are the men's baths."  As they went through, Jake found himself in a large room that echoed with the sound of running water.  The room had an open space near the door and rows of rectangular holes cut into the floor to the right.  These holes were tubs, Jake realized.  There was steam rising from the tubs and Jake could see that several were occupied, the men's heads leaning back against the edge of their tubs.  There was a long stone bench next to the left wall.  The wall was pocketed with square holes, with a row of ten, each about three feet wide, lining the bottom.  Above them were two rows of one foot wide holes.  Dominic walked over to the holes as the man helping them left.
 
   "You can store your clothes and other items in these spaces."  Dominic said, pointing at the holes as he unbelted his sword and sat down.  He wrapped the belt around the sword and dagger and slid it into one of the large holes in at the bottom.  He started to remove his armor, unbuckling his breastplate and sliding it in next to his sword.
 
   Jake came over to the bench and sat down.  He was surprised that he felt a little weird getting undressed.  He had never had a problem showering in the gym back home.  Maybe it was because he was a stranger here or that he really didn't know Dominic.  Shaking his head, realizing that he was letting his mind get carried away, he undid the cloak and put it into one of the smaller holes.  He bent over and untied his shoes, nose wrinkling at the smell.  As he was putting them in the hole, the man helping them came back, carrying a pile of clothing.
 
   The man set his bundle down between Dominic and Jake.  Jake saw that there were towels and soap, cream colored robes and leather sandals.  He divided it, placing a pair of sandals, a robe, towel and soap next to each of them.
 
   "I hope that the sandals fit."  The man said.  "If you have any problems, please see me and I will find a better pair."  He gave a small bow and left.
 
   Dominic finished undressing and stood to wrap the towel around him.  Jake could see that Dominic was scarred not just on his face, but there was a patchwork of scars crisscrossing his arms, legs and body.  Dominic saw Jake's look and simply stared back at him.  Jake turned away, embarrassed.
 
   "When you finish undressing, you can use any bath you like."  Dominic said, as he grabbed his soap.  "The water is heated and pumped into the baths.  The water is circulated out quickly, so every bath is clean.  When you finish the bath, you can rinse off over there."  He pointed to what looked like a waterfall against the back wall, the source of the running water sound.  He headed for a bath near the bench and got in.
 
   Jake finished undressing, wrapping his towel around his waist and placing his clothes in the storage hole.  He made sure to wrap up his phone inside his clothes to protect it from the moisture.  He grabbed his soap, which had the same floral scent as the one Dominic had given him, and headed for the nearest bath.  He quickly got in, the hot water giving him a little shock.  He sank into the bath, submerging his head and giving his hair a quick scrub, then came back up.  He laid his head back against the edge, enjoying the hot water, and closed his eyes, the face of the princess filling his mind.
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   Jake, eyes closed, was enjoying the hot water and thoughts of the princess when Dominic's voice intruded.
 
   "You are supposed to be washing, not sleeping, boy."  Dominic called over.
 
   Jake opened his eyes and glanced over at Dominic, who was two tubs away.  His head and shoulders were above the tub edge, which was level with the floor, and he was lathering his short hair and face with the soap.  He ducked under the water, rinsing the suds away.
 
   Jake roused himself and grabbed his soap.  He washed his hair first, then worked his way down his body.  After a few minutes, he was feeling better about himself as he got clean after several days without a shower.
 
   He was washing his feet when Dominic got out of the tub and went over to the waterfall, rinsing off any leftover soap.  Dominic finished the shower and head back to the stone bench, drying off as he went.  He picked up the robe and slipped it on, sitting down and tying on the sandals.  He glanced back at Jake and growled.  "Hurry up, boy.  It is getting late and you can come back to luxuriate in the water some other time."
 
   Jake stifled a retort and finished his bath.  He got out and headed over the waterfall.  Hanging his towel on a nearby hook, he stepped into the water flow.  Thinking it was heated like the baths, he was not prepared for the ice-cold water that poured over his heated body, which nearly took his breath away.  Letting out a curse, he quickly rubbed his body clean and leapt out of the water.
 
   He ran to his towel, grabbing it and drying off as quickly as possible.  He started to shiver slightly as he wrapped the towel around his waist and headed back to the bench.  He saw Dominic watching him, a slight smile on his face.
 
   "Did I forget to tell you about the waterfall?"  Dominic asked innocently.  "It's a little colder than the baths."  Jake glared at him as he threw on his robe.  Dominic smiled slightly.  "A little cold water won't kill you, boy."
 
   Jake belted the robe and stood up, reaching in to the storage hole to recover his stuff.  Now that he was clean, he could really smell the funk coming off of his clothes and shoes.
 
   "You don't need to put those back on."  Dominic said.  "You can wear the robe for now.  I asked Norlan to see if he could find you some clothes to wear."
 
   Grateful, Jake sat down and picked up the sandals.  It took a couple of seconds to figure out how they laced up, but he did not want to ask Dominic for assistance for something like putting on shoes.  He was sure he would not hear the end of something like that.  Jake took out his phone from his pile of clothes, put it into a pocket on the robe, and refolded his old clothes, stacking them on top of his shoes.  He tucked them under his right arm and turned to Dominic.
 
   "Help me with this, boy."  Dominic said, as he organized his armor and clothes.  He belted his sword on over the robe and put his vambraces, greaves and boots inside his breastplate.  He handed Jake his bundled clothes and moved towards the door, armor under his left arm.  They climbed the stairs and left the building, the attendant wishing them well and encouraging them to return, and walked out into the night air.
 
   The temperature had cooled a bit, the heat of the day fading.  Jake could feel the cool air moving over his sandaled feet and under his robe as they walked down the street.  It was not uncomfortable, though Jake would have preferred to have more on than just the robe.
 
   They passed several shops that were selling what looked like beer to Jake, with people milling about the entrance with containers.  As they made their way down towards Norlan's, Jake tried to remember the names of the shops they passed, so they could act as waypoints if he wandered down here again.  They passed several taverns along the way, music and voices spilling out into the street.
 
   "Can I ask you something, Dominic?"  Jake said, as a thought occurred to him.
 
   "You can ask me anything."  Dominic said, emphasizing the 'ask'.  "That does not mean you will get an answer."
 
   "Ok."  Jake said, figuring that was the best he could hope for.  "What did you mean when you told Genela that Jonas did not have to come when the king called?  I mean, he is the king after all."
 
   Dominic snorted.  "That is the result of the overreaching of a king.  As you have seen, the clerics perform healings and other functions for the people, regardless of station, as part of their calling.  They exist on the gifts of the people, as well as some business interests.  About two hundred and twenty years ago, some advisors to King Aleren the Third convinced him that the clerics should not give away their services when they could levy charges for them, which, of course, the crown would get its share.  At that time, the realm had finished fighting a war with Aletonia, which had drained the royal treasury.  The king summoned the Chief Cleric, Bandeos, to court and handed down his demand, even going so far as setting the rates."
 
   Dominic gave a sharp little laugh.  "Much to the king and his advisors' surprise, Bandeos refused.  In front of the entire court, he told the king that the clerics' skills were a gift from the One and their help was not for sale.  No one would be denied their services."
 
   "The king, stupid sot that he was, had Bandeos arrested on the spot for treason.  Word of his arrest spread quickly through the city.  The clerics, in response, closed the Temple to all of the nobles, refusing to perform services for them until Bandeos was released.  The clerics serving in the army also left in protest and returned to the Temple."  He looked over to Jake, eyes gleaming in the torchlight.  "You have to understand how big an impact that was; the army had just fought a war and many of the soldiers had the clerics to thank for still being alive."
 
   Dominic shook his head.  "The situation came to a head when the king decided to send the Royal Guards to reopen the Temple and force the clerics to obey.  As soon as that was known, whole companies of soldiers abandoned their posts and surrounded the Temple, prepared to defend the clerics.  The Royal Guards were not happy with these orders, many having fought alongside the soldiers; nonetheless, they formed up ranks in the courtyard.  The soldiers established defensive positions and waited for the attack.  The city was on the brink of civil war, one in which the king would lose."
 
   "Fortunately for all, the king's brother was a smart one and could do the math.  He deposed the king, ordered the Royal Guards back to their barracks and released Bandeos.  Bandeos, in turn, asked the soldiers to return to their barracks, as well as the clerics that served with them.  He reopened the Temple to all.  After a cooling-off period, the new king and Bandeos met and came up with the Agreement on the Relationship of Clerics and the Crown."
 
   "This agreement states that, for perpetuity, the Chief Cleric is independent of the Crown, serving only as an advisor.  The Chief Cleric has the sole authority to run the Temple and the clerics, without interference from the Crown.  In return, the clerics agreed to continue to send healing clerics to the army, open their schools to all and support, when possible, the Crown's initiatives."
 
   "Bandeos and his successors, like Jonas, have been astute enough about court politics not to exercise this autonomy often or openly.  Jonas could have refused to come to court, but he knows when to pick his battles."
 
   After walking about five minutes or so through the maze of buildings, they turned a corner and come upon a single-story home, made of stone with a tile roof, surrounded with a wooden fence.  It was on a large lot, had grass and trees surrounding it, the front of the home facing out towards the other street.  Warm yellow light radiated from the windows.  Jake saw a couple of smaller buildings at the back of the main home.  Even in the dim moonlight, Jake could tell that the grounds were clean and well maintained.
 
   Dominic walked up to the gate in the fence and called out.  "Norlan, we're here!  Where is that dog?"
 
   The door facing the gate opened and Norlan walked out.  He gave a wave and replied.  "You don't have to be afraid, Dominic.  I have him tied up on the other side of the house."
 
   "I'm not afraid, Norlan; I just know how fond your family is of that dog and didn't want him to make a mistake."  Dominic said with a slight smile.
 
   "He is a smart one; he knows you.  I am sure it would have been fine."  Norlan said, smiling.
 
   "I was worried for the boy."  Dominic said dryly.  He reached over to Jake and took his clothes back.  "Go with Norlan."  He said, then his face hardened.  "Mind your manners, boy; he is a good man.  Don't make Jonas or myself regret this.  I will come by to check on you tomorrow to make sure you have not broken anything."  Dominic nodded to Norlan and strode away before Jake could protest, leaving him grumbling under his breath.
 
   "Don't let Dominic fool you, Jake."  Norlan said, grinning, opening the gate to let Jake in.  "I think he actually likes you."  He gently closed the gate behind Jake and led him to the house.  He opened the door and motioned Jake through.  "Welcome to my home."
 
   Jake entered the house, finding himself in what had to be the kitchen.  He saw pot and pans, knives and cooking instruments stacked neatly along the far wall.  There was a wooden island in the middle of the room, with a couple of wooden bowls on the top.  Norlan passed by Jake and walked to island.
 
   "Madalin!  Cherise!"  He called out, motioning Jake to join him.  "Come meet our guest."
 
   As Jake joined Norlan, he could see that beyond a dining table, the kitchen opened up into a living room.  The room was lit with candles and decorated with some colorful banners and a couple of paintings.  Next to a curtained window, a large brick fireplace took up one corner of the living room.  There were a couple of high back chairs facing the fireplace, a small fire burning.  At Norlan's voice, Jake saw a figure rise from each chair.  One was a woman, the other a girl about twelve or thirteen.
 
   As they approached, the woman gave Jake a welcoming smile.  Jake thought she was attractive for an older woman, around five foot six, with wavy dark hair and light brown eyes.  When she smiled, her face had a kind look that reminded Jake of his mother.
 
   The girl had the same dark hair and brown eyes as the older woman, though she was a little taller.  She was at that awkward stage in development, no longer a girl and not yet a woman.  She was skinny, with long arms and legs, blushing and smiling shyly when she saw Jake looking at her.
 
   "This is Jake, the young man Brother Jonas spoke of.  He will be staying with us for a while."  Norlan said, in way of introduction.  He gestured towards the woman.  "Jake, this is my wife, Madalin."  He nodded at the girl.  "This is our daughter, Cherise."
 
   Madalin came up to Jake, reached up to touch his face and said.  "Welcome, Jake.  We are honored to have you as a guest."
 
   "Thank you for your hospitality."  Jake replied, remembering his manners, a little embarrassed at the attention.
 
   "Hello, Jake!"  Cherise said happily, her voice still a little high pitched.
 
   "Jake, are you hungry?"  Madalin asked.  "I can fix you something, if you like."
 
   "No, thank you, I had some stew at the Temple."
 
   "If you change your mind, please let me know.  Why don't we show you your room?  You must be tired from all your travels."  Madalin said, patting Jake on the arm.
 
   She headed towards an opening on the opposite wall from the living room.  There was a small hallway with an opening on each wall, both covered in a heavy red curtain, and a wooden door at the end.
 
   "This is Norlan's and my room."  She said, indicating the opening on the left.  She gestured at the opening on the right.  "This one is Cherise's."  She continued to the end of the hall, opened the door and stepped out.
 
   They exited out onto a paved patio area, covered with a roof.  There were the two small buildings that Jake noticed when he arrived.  The one on the left was smaller, only about eight by eight feet. It had a wooden door in the middle of the wall facing the patio.  Norlan pointed to it and said.  "That is for storage."
 
   The one on the right was longer, maybe twelve feet long with a heavy blue curtain hanging inside the doorway.  There was a small window set off the right of the doorway, curtains pulled back.  Madalin walked over to the doorway and pulled the door curtain back, gesturing Jake inside.
 
   When he stepped through, he saw that there was a single bed set up, running parallel with the back wall.  A small dresser was next to the bed, pushed up against the wall, a pitcher, large bowl and cup sitting on top.  Above it was a circle of highly polished metal, acting as a mirror.  There was a small fireplace in the far corner, wood stacked neatly next to it.  A stool sat in the other corner, a bundle of clothes sitting on top.  The room was lit by several candles.
 
   "This will be your room while you are here, Jake."  Norlan said.  He went over and patted the clothes.  "I brought you these; I hope that they fit.  You will need to wear the sandals or your own shoes until we can get you to the cobbler."
 
   "Thank you.  I'm sure they will be fine."  Jake replied.
 
   "Here, let me take your dirty clothes.  I will make sure they are cleaned and repaired."  Madalin said, holding out her hands.
 
   "They are pretty dirty and smelly.  Maybe I should wash them myself…"  Jake said, not wanting to part with his clothes.
 
   "Don't be silly, Jake.  You are a guest."  Madalin said as she reached over and took Jake's clothes, leaving him holding his shoes.  "I can have these cleaned, mended and back to you in a day or so."
 
   "Ok.  Thank you."  Jake said.
 
   "There will be plenty of time to speak tomorrow.  We should leave and let the lad rest."  Norlan said.  Madalin and Cherise nodded and left, wishing Jake a good night.  Norlan paused at the door, looking back at Jake.  "I know that you have traveled far and your future is uncertain, Jake, but I want you to consider this your home while you are here."  He left, pulling the curtain closed behind him.
 
   Jake sat down on the bed, finding that it was firm, but comfortable.  He pushed his shoes over near the door and pulled out his phone.  He powered it on, checking the battery.  He saw that he only had about a seventy percent charge left.  Sighing, he powered it off and placed it on the dresser.  He went over to the clothes bundle and found some underwear.  He changed into them, then unlaced the sandals, sliding them under the bed, and went around the room and blew out all of the candles but one.  He got into the bed, fluffing the pillow a bit, and pulled the blanket up.  He lay there, listening to the faint sounds of the city and thinking through everything that had happened to him.  Soon, his eyes closed and he was asleep.
 
   …
 
   Jake was having a great dream about him, the princess and Sabrina enjoying a bath when a knocking sound intruded into the dream.  It took him a moment to realize it was not part of the dream and woke up.  The knocking came again from outside his doorway.
 
   "Jake."  He heard Madalin call his name from the other side of the curtain.  "Are you awake?"
 
   "Yes."  Jake replied, sitting up and wiping the morning gunk from his eyes.
 
   "When you are dressed, please come inside, the morning meal is prepared."  Jake heard her walk away.
 
   He stood up, feeling the cold stone floor under his feet, and stretched, feeling more rested than he had in days.  He went the pitcher and poured some water into the bowl.  He leaned over and splashed some onto his face, finding the water was cool and refreshing.  As he was drying his face with the towel, he could see in the mirror that his hair was a mess.  He wet it down and tried to comb it back with his fingers, mostly succeeding.
 
   He went over to the clothes left for him.  He found a pair of loose brown cotton pants, a thin leather belt and a white long-sleeved shirt.  There was also a brown leather vest, with laces in the front, but he decided that he would not wear it.  After putting on the clothes, he went back to the bed and laced up the sandals.  He put his phone in the pants pocket and went outside.
 
   He saw that it was still early in the morning, the sun a little over the horizon, the sky dotted with white puffy clouds.  He could see people, horses and carts moving around on the streets, the city coming to life.  He walked over to the back door of the house and went in.  As he came down the hallway, he could see Norlan and Cherise sitting down at the table.  Norlan saw him and waved him over.
 
   "Good morning, lad."  He said with a smile.  "Come sit down and get something to eat."  He pointed to a chair next to him.  There was a place setting with a metal plate, fork and knife, as well as a wooden cup.
 
   Jake came over to the table and sat down, across from Cherise.  She was scribbling something on a piece of paper.  Madalin came over from the counter, carrying a wooden tray.  She smiled at Jake and asked.  "Did you sleep well, Jake?  You had enough blankets?"
 
   "I was fine, thank you."  Jake replied as Madalin set down the tray on the table.  The tray had fried eggs and strips of meat that looked like bacon.  There was also sliced fruit and apples.
 
   "I'm glad to hear that.  If you need anything, please don't hesitate to ask."  Madalin said, sitting down at the empty chair.
 
   "I will, thank you."
 
   "Cherise, it is time for food.  You can draw later."  Norlan said, reaching over to tap her hand.  Cherise set down her pencil and gave her father a smile.
 
   "Let us give thanks."  Norlan said, closing his eyes, Madalin and Cherise doing the same.  Jake, unsure of what to do, bowed his head.
 
   "We ask the One to bless this food and give thanks to Him for such gifts."  Norlan intoned, deep voice reverent.  "We also give thanks for our guest, Jake, and ask for the blessings of the One on him."
 
   After a moment of silence, the family opened their eyes and Madalin took Jake's plate and filled it with food from the tray.  It smelled good, but Jake waited until everyone had their food and Norlan started eating before he grabbed his fork.  The eggs and meat were seasoned well, the fruit and apples cool and crisp.  Cherise got up and grabbed a pitcher of water and filled everyone's cups.
 
   "Jake, I was told that Brother Jonas would be checking in on you later today."  Norlan said between bites of food.  "You can wait here for him, if you like."
 
   "Ok."  Jake replied.
 
   "I'm sure that Cherise would be happy to give you a tour of the neighborhood this morning, so you can find your way around."  He smiled at his daughter.  "We are waiting to hear if she will be accepted as an apprentice painter, so she has the time.  She painted that one, so she has talent, likely from her mother."  He said proudly, pointing to a picture of a horse running through a meadow, hanging in the living room.
 
   "That is very good."  Jake said, smiling at Cherise.  She blushed, embarrassed by the attention.
 
   "Well, I have to get to the smithy before my apprentices run off."  Norlan said, clearing his plate and standing.
 
   "They won't do that; they love you, Norlan."  Madalin said.
 
   "There is a first time for everything, my dear."  He said, bending over to kiss Cherise on the forehead and then giving Madalin a kiss as he headed for the door.  "I will see you this evening, Jake."  He gave Jake a pat on the shoulder and left.
 
   When Jake finished his plate, Madalin got up and started to clear the table.  "Help me clear the table, Cherise."  She said to her daughter.  Cherise stood and grabbed her father's plate.
 
   Jake picked up his plate and said.  "Let me do that, Madalin.  It's the least I can do."
 
   "Nonsense, Jake.  You are our guest."  She said, gathering the tray.
 
   "At least let me help you."  Jake said, wanting to show his appreciation for their kindness.
 
   "All right, Jake.  You can help me wash and dry the dishes while Cherise puts them away."
 
   As the three started on the dishes, Jake felt a little better.  Everyone had been doing things for him since Dominic rescued him, so he wanted to give something back.  They made short work of the task.
 
   "Thank you for your help, Jake.  That was very nice of you."  Madalin said after hanging up the dish towel to dry.  "I need to go to the market for some things.  Cherise, why don't you take Jake around and show him the neighborhood, as your father suggested."
 
   "Ok, Mother."  Cherise said, looking over at Jake.  "Are you ready, Jake?"
 
   "Yes, let's go."  Jake replied, anxious to see more of his surroundings.
 
   Cherise led him out the front door onto a small porch, which had a couple of stone benches on either side of the door.  In the front yard, there was a stone path through the grass to the short front wall and main gate, which opened out onto the street.  Two large trees, their branches providing shade, grew on either side of the path, near the wall.  The side walls, the same height as the front wall, were covered in vines with large three-pointed bright green leaves. 
 
   Cherise stopped next to one of the benches, turning to Jake, and said.  "Sit and wait here for a minute, Jake; there is something I want to show you."  Jake sat down.  "Close your eyes and don't open them until I tell you.  You promise?"
 
   Jake closed his eyes.  "I promise."
 
   "I will be right back."  Cherise said with a happy giggle.
 
   Jake heard her run off across the yard.  He sat there, feeling a bit foolish, listening to the bustle of the street.  He could hear people talking, the sound of horse hooves as they hit the street, the creak of metal and wood as the wagons went by.  He was there for about a minute when he heard Cherise come back.
 
   "Open your eyes."  She said as she stood in front of him.
 
   Jake opened his eyes and instantly froze, his heart seeming to stop.  Standing directly in front of him, only a foot or so away, was the biggest dog he had ever seen.  The dog's shoulder would reach above his waist if he was standing, but its head was eye level with him as he sat.  Its head was large and round like a mastiff, with large eyes, floppy ears and a large bear-like mussel.  It was heavily muscled, with large paws and a broad chest; Jake estimated that it had to weigh close to two hundred pounds.  It was colored with a random pattern of blacks, browns and tans, with a short tail.
 
   As Jake stared at it, paralyzed by fear, the dog pulled back its lips and gave a low rumbling growl, revealing a mouth full of sharp teeth, the canines at least two inches long.  Jake was sure he was about to die when Cherise gave the dog a light rap on the head.  "Stop that, Maxis.  Jake is a friend."  The growling stopped and the dog sat back on its haunches, tail wagging.  Jake started breathing again.
 
   Cherise rubbed its head, satisfied.  She turned to Jake.  "He is really a big baby, once you get to know him.  Hold out your hand, so Maxis can get to know you and remember your scent."
 
   Remembering those teeth, it took a moment for Jake to summon the courage to slowly extend his hand towards the dog.  Maxis watched Jake, then leaned in to sniff his hand.  Jake waited anxiously, praying that his hand was coming back.  The dog gave his hand a lick, then stood and came forward.  He sniffed Jake once more, then licked his face.  Jake cautiously patted the dog, which suddenly sat down and laid its head in Jake's lap.  Jake scratched behind its ears, the dog obviously enjoying it as its tail thumped the ground.
 
   "See, I told you."  Cherise said, smiling widely, sitting down next to Jake, petting Maxis.
 
   "Hello, Jake.  Hello, Cherise."  A female voice came from the gate.  Jake looked over and saw Hailyn coming into the yard.  Maxis heard the voice as well and charged over to Hailyn.  Jake was sure that she was going to get flattened, Maxis being twice her weight, but the dog stopped in front of her and she wrapped her arms around him, cooing at him.
 
   Cherise also got up and ran over to Hailyn, wrapping her in a hug when she released Maxis.  They smiled and talked softly as they walked, arm-in-arm, back over to Jake, Maxis right behind them, tail wagging happily.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter12]Chapter Twelve
 
   "How are you doing today, Jake?"  Hailyn asked, a smile on her face as she got close, her white robes rustling softly as she moved.  Her eyes, those unusual brown eyes with golden flakes, studied his face.  "You look rested."
 
   "I'm fine, thanks to you."  Jake said, giving Hailyn a smile and nod.  With the sun kissing her tanned face, her hair shining in the light, he found her to be more attractive than he had last night.  Surprised by that thought, he changed his focus and pointed at the two girls.  "You know each other, I take it?"
 
   "Yes.  Cherise was in my class last year."  Hailyn replied, patting Cherise's hand.  "She is a very talented painter."  Cherise blushed at the compliment, smiling with joy at the praise.
 
   Hailyn disentangled her arm from Cherise and came over to Jake.  Her form began shining with a golden glow as she embraced her power.  "If you don't mind, I would like to examine you again."  She asked.  After Jake nodded, she reached out and took his face into her hands, her eyes closing.
 
   Jake sat patiently, enjoying Hailyn's warm hands gently touching him, the hint of her perfume filling his nostrils as she leaned closer towards him.  He was staring at her face, thinking about her full lips, when he felt the warmth of her power radiate from her hands down into his body.  The warmth spread until he could feel it throughout his body.  It lasted for only a moment, disappearing as the glow faded from Hailyn, her eyes opening.
 
   She smiled shyly as Jake, returning her smile, stared into her eyes.  Looking back at him, she thought that he had pretty eyes.  Flushing slightly, uncomfortably aware of Cherise's presence next to her, she realized that she was still touching his face.  She hurriedly brought her hands down and stepped back.
 
   "You appear to be in perfect health, Jake."  She said, straightening and regaining her composure.  She went over to the other bench and sat down, Cherise coming to sit next to her.  Maxis walked over and lay down at their feet.  "Master Jonas sent me to see how you are doing and if you need anything.  What are your plans for the day?"
 
   Cherise piped up.  "I was going to show Jake the neighborhood while Mother is at the market."
 
   Hailyn gave her a smile.  "That is very nice of you, Cherise.  Do you mind if I join you?"
 
   "No.  That would be great!"  Cherise exclaimed, excited by the prospect.
 
   Hailyn looked back over at Jake, taking in his clothing and sandals.  "Master Jonas wanted me to take Jake to the cobbler to see if we can find him some boots.  It may get a little cold at night for sandals."
 
   "Umm…I don't have any money for shoes."  Jake said, a little embarrassed that he had not thought about how he was going to pay for things here.
 
   Hailyn patted a small pouch on her belt.  "Don't worry, Jake.  Master Jonas gave me some gold to make sure you have what you need."
 
   "I appreciate that, but I don't know how I will be able to pay it back."  Jake replied.
 
   "There is no need to pay it back.  It is a gift, not a loan."  Hailyn said reassuringly.  She gave Maxis a quick pat on the head and stood up, Cherise joining her.  "Shall we go?"
 
   "Let me get Maxis' leash."  Cherise said, as the dog rose with them.  She looked over at Jake, seeing his surprise about the dog coming with them, and explained.  "He usually goes with me on walks and is well behaved.  Most people around here know that he is just a big baby, but his size scares some, so Father said he has to be on a leash if he leaves the yard."
 
   Cherise led Maxis over to the side yard to get his leash as Jake stood and gave a little stretch.  Hailyn stepped closer and said quietly.  "Maxis has been Cherise's closest companion since her best friend, Else, left last year to work on her family's farm in the north.  Those two were as close as sisters, always running about.  I think Cherise was heartbroken by that and has been hesitant to get close to anyone else her age.  Hopefully, when she gets her apprenticeship, she will make some new friends."
 
   Cherise rejoined them, Maxis next to her on a leash, tail wagging happily.  They left through the front gate onto the main road.  Following Cherise, the little group turned right on the street and made their way down the tree-lined pavement towards a cluster of tall wooden buildings built on both sides of the road.  They passed by the neighboring homes, some of the people in the yards calling out to Cherise, who gave them a wave in return.  They made their way along with other pedestrians, walking in both directions on the street, many of them respectfully greeting Hailyn with small bows and some eyeing the dog nervously.  As they got closer to the buildings, Jake could see that there were a few shops, buzzing with activity, as well as what looked like taverns and restaurants.
 
   Cherise led them over to the closest building, where Jake saw shoes and boots displayed in the front window of the first shop.  She stopped next to the building and said to Hailyn.  "I will wait out here with Maxis if you want to take Jake in to see Cobbler Jendering, Hailyn."
 
   "Thank you, Cherise.  We shouldn't be long."  Hailyn replied.  She motioned to Jake to follow her as she headed into the store.
 
   As Jake entered the store, he immediately noticed the strong odor of leather.  The store had an open showroom near the door, with a long desk, several chairs next to it, which stretched across the room near the back.  There was an opening in the middle of the desk that had a flip top across the top of the counter.  Behind the desk were a series of shelves, with a door near the right corner to go into the back of the shop.  As with the short wooden tables spread out in the showroom, the shelves were stacked with various styles of boots and shoes, in different colors, much like a shoe store back home.
 
   Behind the desk was a younger man, maybe in his early thirties, rail-thin with a shock of dusty blond hair and blue eyes, a short blond beard, wearing a brown leather apron over his tan cotton clothing.  He saw Hailyn and Jake come in and came out from behind the counter to greet them, a welcoming smile on his face.
 
   "Good morning, Hailyn."  He said with a slight bow.  He gave Jake a nod.  "Welcome, stranger.  What brings you into my store today?"
 
   "Good morning, Master Jendering."  Hailyn said in greeting, nodding her head.  "My friend here, Jake, is new to our city and is in need of some footwear.  I know that you are one of the best cobblers in the city, so we hope you can assist us."
 
   "I am sure I can.  Which do you want – boots or shoes?"
 
   "I don't know…"  Jake started, looking around the room, when Hailyn cut him off.
 
   "Master Jonas told me that he believes that Jake should have some boots, preferably ones that resist water."  She said, giving a Jake a quick smile for interrupting.  "He may need to travel in the future and such boots are better for rough journeys."
 
   Jendering looked at Jake, one eyebrow raised in curiosity, waiting.  Jake shrugged and said.  "That sounds fine to me."
 
   He motioned Jake towards the chairs.  "Please, come and sit, so I can measure your size."
 
   Jake sat down in one of the wooden chairs and unlaced his sandals as Jendering went behind the counter to get a pad of paper and a small knotted rope.  He came back over to Jake, kneeling, handing Jake's sandals to Hailyn and using the rope to measure his feet.  He took several measurements, scribbling down his numbers, then stood.
 
   "You are in luck today.  You may not have to wear those sandals while I make your boots, as I believe that I have a pair of boots that will fit you, Jake."  Jendering said, wandering over to his shelf.  He grabbed a pair of tall black leather boots with laces up the side and turn down flaps at the top.  He stopped and reached into a drawer and pulled out a pair of light-weight cotton socks.  He brought them back over to Jake, handing him the socks.
 
   "Here, Jake.  Put on the socks and we will see how the boots fit."
 
   Jake pulled on the socks as Jendering knelt and unlaced the boots, setting them next to Jake's feet.  Jake grabbed the left boot and slipped it on.  It was a just a bit tight in the foot and he told Jendering that.
 
   "A little tightness is expected; the leather is soft enough that it will stretch a bit after it is worn."  Jendering replied.  "Put the other one on and lace them up.  We'll see how they feel as you walk around."
 
   Jake laced up the boots and walked around the store a bit.  The boots felt pretty good actually, so he decided that he would take them.
 
   "How much for the boots, Master Jendering?"  Hailyn asked, pulling out her pouch.  "Master Jonas would like Jake to have two pairs of boots, so I will double the price, if you can make another pair in his size."
 
   Jendering stroked his short beard.  "I can easily make another pair; I have a couple of apprentices who need the work.  I will make those brown, if you like, Jake."  Jake nodded his assent.
 
   Jendering held up a hand.  "I will not accept any payment for these boots.  I give them as a gift to the Temple."
 
   "That is not necessary, Master Jendering."  Hailyn protested.  "You have mouths to feed and apprentices to support."
 
   "I will not take any payment, I said."  Jendering said, face taking on a stubborn look.
 
   He walked over to the counter, reached over and came back with a small vial which he handed to Jake.  "Jake, when you take off the boots tonight, rub some of this oil on them.  It will help soften the leather and repel water."
 
   He looked back at Hailyn.  "Do you want me to bring the other pair of boots to the Temple?"
 
   "Thank you for your generosity, Master Jendering."  Hailyn said, bowing her head while Jendering waved away the compliment.  "Jake is staying at Master Norlan's home.  Please have the boots taken there."
 
   "I will see them delivered in a few days."  The door opened and another customer came in.  "If you will excuse me?  It was a pleasure meeting you, Jake."  Jendering stuck out his hand.
 
   "My pleasure, as well."  Jake replied, shaking his hand.  "Thank you for the boots."  Master Jendering gave him a smile, a nod to Hailyn and went over to the other customer.  Hailyn and Jake left the store, walking over towards Cherise, who was playing with Maxis in an empty area across the street.
 
   "What was that about?"  Jake asked, looking over at Hailyn.  "Why wouldn't he take any money?"
 
   "He has a young son, eight years old."  Hailyn replied quietly.  "About a month ago, he and his friends were playing on a very tall ladder that is built into the side of a building.  His son was near the top when he lost his grip and fell.  He was badly injured and barely alive when he was brought to the Temple.  If not for Master Jonas, I'm not sure he would be alive today."
 
   "I don't understand.  You and other clerics can also heal."  Jake asked.  "Any of you could have done it, right?"
 
   "Jake, our ability to heal is not just the amount of power we can wield."  Hailyn said.  "While strength in the clerics' power can do many things, there is a skill in healing that is learned over time.  The body is a complex thing; many things have to work together for it to function properly."  
 
   She gave a shake of her head.  "I don't think I could have healed the boy, at least not completely.  Your injuries, for example, were minor and any healing cleric could deal with those.  Even most battlefield injuries are straightforward.  With the types of injuries the boy sustained and his lack of strength, my attempt to heal him may just have easily killed him.  He had multiple broken bones, internal injuries and swelling in his brain.  Only Master Jonas, who was strong in his power and the most skilled at healing even before he received his staff, was able to save him."
 
   "I didn't realize that."  Jake said, mulling that over.  "Jonas had told me that not all clerics could heal, but I just assumed that was whether they could access your power.  I thought the power was like a cure-all; you simply apply it and it works."
 
   "In many cases, the answer would be yes, but sometimes there are complexities that resist healing."  Hailyn replied.  Realizing the somber nature of the conversation, she changed direction and gave Jake a quick grin.  "So it is better to stay healthy than hope that a cleric will be around to heal you."
 
   "I'll keep that in mind."  Jake said with a laugh.
 
   They reached Cherise, who made gushing comments about Jake's new boots.  As she was looking at his boots, she suddenly asked, pointing at his leg.  "What's that, Jake?"
 
   Jake looked down and saw an earbud hanging out of his pants pocket.  It must have slipped out when he was trying on his boots.  He reached in and pulled out his phone.  "Those are speakers for my phone."  Jake replied without thinking.  "I put them in my ears so I can hear it."
 
   "What is a 'phone'?"  Cherise asked as she leaned in for a closer look.  Hailyn, curious, also stepped closer to study Jake's phone.
 
   Jake gave it some thought, turning the phone over in his hand.  "In my world, phones allow people to talk with each other over long distances; both people have to have phones for it to work.  Besides allowing people to communicate, a phone can take pictures and hold music, surf the Net…"  Jake caught himself.  By their faces, he could see that they did not understand what he was saying.
 
   "Here, let me show you."  Jake said, powering on the phone, conscious of its limited battery life.  The girls watched as it powered up and Jake's background picture of him, Sean and Matt, at the beach appeared.  The girls were clearly delighted to see this.  Jake pulled up his music app and selected some slow songs, not wanting to freak them out with some of his more rocking selections.
 
   "Stand closer together."  Jake said, getting Cherise and Hailyn to stand shoulder to shoulder.  He reached over and put an earbud in the girls' ears, then hit the play button.  The girls' eyes widened when the music started playing, broad smiles on their faces.  Jake let the music play for a minute or so, then hit pause.  The girls pulled the earbuds out and handed them back to Jake.
 
   "That was magical, Jake."  Hailyn said happily.  "How does it do that?"
 
   "Uhh…that is a complicated question."  Jake said, struggling for away to explain it.  "I'm not sure you would understand the answer since some of the things don't exist here."
 
   "That's ok, Jake."  Cherise gushed.  "I'm just glad it worked!  What else can it do?"
 
   Jake switched to the camera and pointed it at the girls and Maxis.  He took a picture of the three of them, then showed them.  Cherise clapped with delight, grabbing Hailyn and pointing.
 
   "I need to shut it down for now."  Jake said as he closed out of the pictures.  "I am not sure how long I can keep it charged."  He powered the phone down, wrapping the earbuds around it and putting it back into his pocket.
 
   "Thank you for sharing that, Jake."  Hailyn said warmly.  "Do you want to continue on?"  Jake nodded.
 
   "Where to next?  It is your tour."  Hailyn asked Cherise.
 
   Cherise grabbed Maxis' leash and they made their way down the street, with Cherise pointing out the various shops.  There was a clothing store, a general store and a tavern.  At the end of the buildings, there were several stands set up selling food and drink.  They stopped at a vendor selling a fruit drink and Hailyn bought them all a cup.  Jake found the drink to be cool and delicious.  After finishing their drinks, the little group continued on their way.
 
   After the stands ended at the next cross-street, the shops gave way to more homes; these were closer together than the area around Cherise's house.  When they reached the cross-street, Cherise asked if Jake wanted to go see her father's smithy.
 
   He said yes and they made their way through the neighborhood of homes.  After passing several blocks of homes, a group of larger buildings appeared ahead, lining both sides of the street.  These buildings were made of wood and stone, with both entry doors and large wide doors for deliveries.  Jake could see several wagons and horses in the street and groups of people standing on the buildings' porches, talking.  Smoke rose from chimneys on a couple of the buildings and they could hear the sounds of metal ringing on metal, wood being sawed and hammering.
 
   Cherise led them to the building on the far side, where the sound of banging metal was coming out of the open doors.  As they entered the shop, Jake's nostrils stung with the smell of burning coals and he saw a slight smoky haze hanging in the air.  Cherise took them past racks of knives, metal fixtures and stacks of raw metal into the rear of the shop.  The next room opened up into a large yard with a couple of smaller outbuildings.  The room had several workstations along the walls, with grinding stones on the desks and hammers, tongs and other tools hanging above them.  In the center of the room was a large pool of water surrounded by several anvils.  Each anvil had two barrels next to it.  A brick furnace with a large leather bellows was in the back corner near the yard.  Jake could see a couple of boys his age, dressed with heavy leather aprons, working with glowing hot metal rods at the anvils, supervised by an older man with a stern face.  The older man saw Cherise, the sternness fading into a smile, waving her over.
 
   "Hello, Cherise."  The man said loudly over the sound of hammering metal.  "What brings you to the smithy?"  He took in Jake and Hailyn standing behind Cherise, a curious look in his eyes.
 
   "Hello, Helman."  Cherise replied happily, giving the man a quick hug.  She gestured back at Jake.  "I just wanted to bring Jake over to see where Father works."
 
   "Well, he is the back yard with a couple of guests."  Helman said, pointing out into the yard.  His gaze drifted back over to the boys working at the anvils.  "You should go out and say hello.  I am sure he will be happy to see you and your friends."  He gave Jake and Hailyn a nod and walked back over to the anvils.
 
   The little group headed out of the smithy into the yard.  The yard, covered in short grass, was surrounded by a low stone fence.  A gate was built into the wall that led out to another street.  Near the back of the yard, a couple of small wooden buildings were pressed against the back wall.  Jake gave a little start as he could see Norlan, along with Dominic and Jonas, standing near the front of one of the buildings quietly discussing something.  Dominic noticed the group approaching and the conversation ceased as they turned to face Jake and the girls.
 
   "Hello, Jake."  Norlan said with a smile.  "I see that Cherise has you out and about exploring the city."  Maxis ran up to him.  He reached down to pet him.  "I am glad that you and Maxis have met.  He likes you, it appears."
 
   "I am also glad to see you, Jake."  Jonas said, coming over and laying a hand on Jake's shoulder.  "How are you feeling today?"
 
   "I'm fine, thank you.  Hailyn checked me out this morning."  Jake replied.
 
   "I'm glad to hear that."  Jonas planted his staff, leaning on it slightly.  "We were actually just discussing you."  He indicated Norlan and Dominic with a nod.  "The three of us are responsible for you while you are with us.  We want to give you some purpose while we figure out why you are here and how to get you back home.  As I mentioned, even if Tomaris can help, it may be weeks before we hear back from him.  However, we don't believe that a young man like you should just be sitting around waiting."
 
   "We think that we have come up with a good plan for you.  Starting tomorrow, Norlan has agreed to bring you here in the mornings, allowing you to assist him and be around boys your age.  In the afternoon, you'll train in combat with Dominic."  Jonas gave a shake of his head, clearly not happy about that.  "I would like to believe that we can keep you protected, but Dom has made a good point that our enemies took an unusual interest in you.  You should have the training to defend yourself."
 
   "Of course, I'll always be available to you, if you need anything."  Jonas finished.  He held out his hand.  "Does this sound like something you can agree to, Jake?"
 
   Jake was taken back for a second, not having giving much thought to a long-term plan.  He did not see how he could refuse, given everything these men had done for him.  He took Jonas' hand and shook it.  "That sounds fine, Jonas.  Thank you for your help."
 
   "It is our pleasure."  Jonas said.  "Now, I need to get back to the Temple."  He turned to Hailyn.  "Hailyn, please see Cherise and her dog back home, then come back to the Temple."
 
   "Of course, Master."  Hailyn said with a nod.
 
   "You go with Hailyn and take this idiot dog with you."  Norlan said good-naturedly to Cherise, nudging Maxis away with his knee.  "Tell your mother that we will be home for the evening meal."  He gave his daughter a quick hug.
 
   "I will, Father."  Cherise said, a bit crestfallen that the little adventure was over.  She looked over to Jake.  "I guess I'll see you this evening, Jake.  Have fun."
 
   Jake watched Hailyn and Cherise leave with Maxis out the side gate, following Jonas.  Norlan came up to him.  "Dominic needs you for a while, Jake.  I'll see you this evening."  He gave Jake a pat on the shoulder and headed back into the smithy, calling for Helman.
 
   "Let's go, boy."  Dominic said, turning and heading for the gate.  Jake caught up with him and walked by his side.
 
   "Where are we going?" Jake asked.
 
   "To the Military Quarter."  Dominic answered, his long legs setting a quick pace.  "You can help me wash Shadow at the stables, then we'll get you some armor and a sword for your training.  Remember the way we are going, so you can find your way back."
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   Jake and Dominic reached the street, the sounds of the smithy fading in the background.  Without many people in the way, Jake could see Hailyn, Cherise and Maxis ahead of them as they turned right onto the street, the palace looming in the background.
 
   Dominic's pace allowed himself and Jake to quickly overtake the three of them.  He did not slow down, so Jake could only smile and shrug his shoulders as they passed by Hailyn and Cherise, talking quietly, Maxis giving a short bark.
 
   They left the girls behind, heading straight towards the palace.  The neighborhood was made up of homes with fairly large yards.  It was after they had passed several side streets when Jake realized that the wall ahead was the side of Norlan's house.  Dominic turned to Jake as they passed the gate that led into the side yard.  "You can see that it is a quick walk to Norlan's smithy."  He indicted the street.  "This is the main thoroughfare for the River Quarter that leads to the central courtyards around the palace.  To help you from getting lost, just remember that all large streets in the city lead to the palace."
 
   They continued for several more blocks until they reached the palace courtyards.  Dominic turned south and led Jake through the parks and open areas, some of the people in the area pointing at them when they recognized Dominic.  After about five minutes, Jake could see a very wide paved road on their left.  He asked Dominic about it.
 
   "That's the road that leads to the East Gate."  Dominic replied.
 
   After they passed that road, Jake started to see more soldiers mixed in with the people going about their business.  The buildings ahead all had a similar look to them.  When he mentioned it, Dominic gave a short snort.  "It's not called the Military Quarter for nothing, boy.  The mindset of the military is uniformity; that extends to their architecture.  While there are non-military buildings in the Quarter, most of the ones around the training grounds were built by the army, so they all look alike."
 
   Passing by several groups of soldiers who called out to him, Dominic led Jake to a large street that cut through the buildings.  As soon as they got to the street, Jake could see that the street ended after a couple of blocks at a large open field surrounded by a wooden split rail fence.  Inside the fence, Jake could see several groups of soldiers, some marching in formation while others were practicing with their weapons.  In the background, he saw small groups of soldiers on horseback riding around.  Behind the field, several long buildings, each a couple of stories tall and similar in appearance, formed a backdrop to the training area.  As they reached the fence, Jake could see that it extended for at least a quarter mile.
 
   "This is the training grounds."  Dominic said as he made his way to an open gate on the side of the grounds, a couple of soldiers standing guard.  They gave Dominic a salute as he entered, Jake right behind.  "I will speak with the commander to make sure the guards on duty know you will be coming here daily for training.  I will expect you to be here, ready for training, an hour after the mid-day meal."
 
   Dominic continued on towards the far building.  As they got closer, Jake could smell the scents of horses, hay and manure; it was obviously the stables.  In the center of the building, a set of large double doors lay open.  Dominic headed straight for those doors.  The stable smells hit Jake as he entered, much stronger than outside.  He could hear the whinnying of the horses and the conversations of the stable hands.  Several of the hands called out a greeting to Dominic when they saw him, Dominic returning the greeting to those close to him.
 
   The stables had a large open area in the middle, with another set of doors on the far side to match the one they came in, the floor covered in a light coating of straw.  There were several rooms lining the open area, some filled with saddles and bridles, others weapons and a couple of administrative rooms with desks manned by soldiers.  Dominic led Jake over to one of the administrative rooms.
 
   Sitting behind the desk as a lean, clean-shaven man with long dark hair, face angular and hard, dressed in black leather clothing, gloves and boots, with a mail shirt over his clothing.  He had a sword belted on and a golden rearing horse symbol pinned to his mail.  He looked up as Dominic entered, a smile crossing his hard face.  "Good afternoon, Dominic.  Are you heading out already?"  He asked, voice gravelly.
 
   "No, Armartas.  I'm just here to check on and wash Shadow."  Dominic replied.  He gestured towards Jake.  "This is the boy I was telling you about.  His name is Jake.  He will be training with me every day, but I will carve out some time for him to work with you."
 
   Dominic turned to Jake.  "Boy, this is Captain Armartas.  He is the stable master for the King.  He is also one of the best riders and horsemen I have ever seen.  Since I believe that you will be spending some time in the saddle, I have arranged for the Captain to help teach you riding."
 
   Armartas rose and shook Jake's hand, eyes appraising.  "Welcome, young Jake.  I will do my best to help you keep up with Dominic."
 
   "Thank you, Captain."  Jake replied.
 
   "Let's go meet your new companion."  Armartas said, walking around the desk, a slight limp noticeable in his step.  He led Jake and Dominic down the center opening to long hallway that cut across the building and ended with a large door that opened to the outside.  Jake could see a line of stable doors, some with horse heads sticking out.  Jake looked into a stable and could see that it extended to the back wall of the building, with another stable door that gave access to the outside.
 
   They walked down the hallway and Armartas stopped at a stable almost to the outside door.  In the stable was a large tan horse, who nickered and came to the open top half of the stable door when it saw the group stop, sticking its head into the hallway.  Armartas reached out to gently rub the horse's cheek.
 
   Armartas turned his head to Jake.  "Jake, this is Dontas, your horse.  As part of my agreement with Dominic, I will teach you how to care for him.  Come over and greet him."
 
   Jake came over and reached out to Dontas.  The horse shied away at first, but then came back to Jake's hand.  Jake copied the Captain and rubbed the horse's cheek, the horse giving a little snort.  "So he's mine?"  Jake asked, not quite believing that this was happening.
 
   "Yes; he is also your responsibility."  Dominic said, looking at the horse with an appraising eye.  "You will have to make sure he is fed, watered and brushed.  That will have to happen after your training."  He turned back to Armartas.  "Thank you, Armartas.  He is a fine animal.  I knew I could trust your judgment."
 
   "It is my pleasure, Dominic."  Armartas replied.  "I need to get back.  I will leave you to your purpose."  He turned to Jake, giving him a pat on the shoulder.  "Jake, it was nice meeting you.  We will have plenty of time to get to know one another."  With that, he headed back down the hallway.
 
   Dominic allowed Jake another few moments to stroke Dontas' face, then said.  "We have things to do, boy.  You will get to spend more time with your horse later.  Let's go."  Dominic strode towards the open door.  Jake gave Dontas a final pat, then followed Dominic.
 
   Dominic went to the rear of the building, where several corrals were located.  Off to the side of the corrals was a small stone building with a tile roof.  It had a single wooden door and a window on either side of the door.  Dominic went to the building, taking a key from a pouch and unlocking the door.  He went inside and Jake followed.  The building consisted of a single room with a cot against the wall, a small desk and chair, a wardrobe and a small metal stove in the corner.  Dominic unbuckled his sword and dagger and hung the belt from a peg on the wall.  He undid the bindings on his breastplate and removed it, setting it against the wall under his sword. He sat on the cot to remove his vambraces and greaves.
 
   Jake looked over at Dominic.  "Is this your place?"
 
   "When I am in the city."  Dominic replied, finishing removing his armor and stacking it next to his breastplate.  "Armartas is gracious enough to let me keep my things here.  He seems to feel he owes me something."
 
   Dominic looked over at Jake.  "Did you notice his limp?"  Jake nodded.  "He got that wound during a battle we fought out west.  He took an arrow in the knee and went down.  I pulled him out, but we did not have a cleric with us.  The medic patched him up, but he could not stand.  So I put him up on a horse, which is where he should be.  By the time the battle was over, the damage was done and even after healing, he had that limp.  After we got back, I recommended that he work at the stable.  With him teaching riding to the young soldiers, the kingdom is better off because of it."  Dominic smiled briefly.  "Don't be fooled by that limp.  On a horse, Armartas is as deadly as anyone I know."
 
   Dominic directed Jake out of his room.  Dominic locked the door and headed back towards the stables.  "Stay here, boy."  He told Jake at the back entrance.  Dominic disappeared into the stables, returning in a couple of minutes with Shadow.  Jake followed as Dominic led Shadow past the corrals to an open stone-paved area with several tie-off posts next to large tubs of water, wooden barrels and coarse-hair brushes.  As Dominic tied Shadow to the nearest post, Jake saw a metal pail stacked on the tub of water.  Dominic stripped off his shirt, indicating that Jake should do the same.  As Jake went to remove his shirt, Dominic grabbed the pail, filled it with water, and dumped it over Shadow's back.  "Grab a brush and get some soap out of the barrel."  He told Jake.
 
   Jake picked up a brush and opened the barrel, finding a fine pinkish white powder with a faint floral scent inside.  He grabbed a handful of the powder and turned back to Shadow.  "Just toss it on the wet areas and gently brush it in.  Once you have worked a section, take the bucket of water and rinse it off."  Dominic told him as he took the other brush and some soap and went to the other side of Shadow.
 
   It took them a good thirty minutes to wash Shadow.  With the sun beating down from a cloudless sky, Jake was sweating profusely by the time they were done.  Dominic left for a moment, returning with a waterskin and several towels.  He tossed the waterskin to Jake and began rubbing down Shadow with a towel.  Jake took a long drink, then handed the waterskin to Dominic and grabbed a towel.
 
   Once they finished, Dominic handed Jake a fresh towel.  Jake dried himself off and put his shirt back on.  Dominic untied Shadow and led him back towards the stable, telling Jake to gather the used towels and put them in a nearby bin.  Dominic explained that the military trainees were responsible for cleaning the towels.
 
   Once they got to Shadow's stable, Dominic tied the horse to a rail outside the stall and handed Jake a shovel.  He had him clean out the stall, then get some fresh straw and spread it around, while he went to get some hay and grain.  Once Dominic was satisfied with the stall's condition and the food and water, he led Shadow in and removed the rein.  He closed and locked the stall door.
 
   "This is something you will need to do for Dontas."  Dominic said as they left the stable.  "You are responsible to make sure your horse is properly cared for.  A properly cared-for horse may be all that stands between you and death.  Remember that."
 
   Dominic went back to his room to retrieve his armor and sword, Jake waiting outside.  When Dominic was finished, he came out with a small pouch, which he handed to Jake.  When Jake took the pouch, he could feel and hear the sound of coins shifting around.  He looked questioning at Dominic.
 
   "You may need some coin from time to time."  Dominic explained.  He pointed at the pouch.  "It does not make you rich, but it should be enough for most things.  I would recommend that you take that girl cleric with you, if you decide you need something.  She should be able to keep you from getting fleeced by the merchants."
 
   "Thank you, Dominic."  Jake said, genuinely surprised.  He pushed the pouch into his pants pocket.  "I really appreciate everything you, Jonas and Norlan are doing for me."
 
   "No thanks are needed, boy."  Dominic replied, waving off the gratitude.  He suddenly smiled.  "We will see how truly appreciative you are shortly.  You will earn all of that in sweat."  He headed towards the other buildings.  "Let's get something to eat and then we will outfit you with armor and a sword."
 
   They reached the middle building, passing through a group of soldiers waiting in line.  They went around the back of the building and entered a kitchen.  Dominic had Jake sit at a small table in the back and went over to talk with the head cook.  After a few minutes, a pair of apprentice cooks came over with two plates of food and a pitcher of water.  Jake found the food, consisting of a slab of meat, some beans and carrots and a piece of bread, filling, though a bit bland.
 
   After they finished, Dominic led Jake over to the far building.  They came up to a thick wooden door, bound in heavy iron.  Dominic knocked on the door, waited a second, and then pushed it open, stepping inside with Jake following.  Inside, Jake stopped, looking around, and saw that the room was filled with armor and weapons.  When he finished gazing at all of the different weapons, he saw that Dominic was standing near a wooden counter, speaking with short stout man, clothed in leather and chainmail and armed with a mace.  The man was older, with more gray hairs than brown on his head and in his short beard.
 
   Dominic waved Jake over.  "This is Sergeant Mordun, the chief armorer.  He will outfit you."
 
   "Come over here, lad."  Mordun said, tone short and businesslike.  He retrieved a measuring rope and writing materials, taking several measurements from Jake and heading into the storage room.  He returned with two sets of leather pants and padded vests.  He put these on the counter and went over to grab a plain breastplate, which was then stacked next to the clothing.
 
   "Which is your dominant hand?"  He asked Jake.
 
   "My right."  Jake replied.  Mordun went over to the weapons area, returning with a wide brown leather belt with a brass buckle and a sheathed sword and dagger hanging from it.  The sword hung on the left side and the dagger on the right.  Mordun placed this next to the other equipment and looked over at Dominic, who nodded.
 
   "Lad, go put on the pants and vest."  Mordun said, directing Jake to a small room set off the main room.  Jake went in and quickly changed his clothes, wrapping up his phone and pouch in his cloth pants.  The leather pants were a snug fit, but soft and supple; the vest seemed to fit well.  He re-laced his boots and went back out to Mordun.
 
   He handed Jake the breastplate, showing him how to put it on and buckle the straps.  The breastplate felt heavy, digging into his shoulders some, the padded vest absorbing most of the weight.
 
   "Let's see you move around a bit."  Mordun said.  Jake walked around, swinging his arms and twisting his body. After a few moments, Mordun seemed satisfied and called Jake back over.  He handed Jake the sword belt and instructed him on how to properly wear it.  Jake cinched it down against the breastplate, securing the belt with the buckle.
 
   "Draw your sword, boy."  Dominic said.  Jake reached over and drew out the sword, the double-edged blade long and bright.  The sword had a straight bar as a hand guard just above the brown leather grip on the hilt.  The grip was slightly tacky, allowing Jake to maintain a solid hold.
 
   "Always respect your sword.  In combat, it is the tool that will keep you alive."  Dominic said, his hard eyes locking onto Jake's.  "I will teach you to use it properly, but you must keep it sharp and ready at all times."  He made a little gesture with his hand.  "You can put it away for now."
 
   Mordun handed Jake a small pouch.  "This is your honing stone and oil…"  He began.
 
   "Pardon my interruption, but there is no need to take up any more of your time, Sergeant Mordun."  Dominic said.  "The boy is living with Mastersmith Norlan.  Norlan will explain the proper way to maintain his weapons and armor.  My thanks for all of your help."
 
   "The pleasure is mine, Dominic."  Mordun replied.  He looked at Jake.  "You are lucky to have such a teacher, lad."  He shook hands with Dominic and went back to his office.  Jake grabbed the other pants and vest, as well as his rolled up pants and followed as Dominic headed out the door.
 
   "I will make sure that Dontas is fed and watered tonight.  You can take on that responsibility tomorrow."  Dominic said as he halted a few steps away from the building.  He faced Jake, face set and eyes firm.  "From this moment on, you are in training.  That means that you will wear your armor and weapons from the moment you wake until the time you go to sleep.  The only exceptions will be when you are working at the smithy, heading to the baths or if I give you permission.  Understood?"  Jake nodded.  "Remember: an hour after the mid-day meal, no excuses.  Do you think you can find your way back to Norlan's?"
 
   "I can find it."  Jake said, feeling pretty confident about his sense of direction.
 
   "Fine, I will see you tomorrow.  Get plenty of rest; you are going to need it."  Dominic turned and headed back towards the stables.
 
   Jake fished out his phone and money pouch from his rolled-up pants, securing them in the pockets of the leather pants.  He tucked the rest of the clothes under his left arm and started walking back towards Norlan's.  He felt a bit odd at first, never having worn a breastplate, but having armor and a sword increased his confidence, making his feel more secure and in control.
 
   He passed by soldiers and their officers as he left the training area, getting some curious looks, but no one said anything to him.  He went back down the street he came in on and headed out across the courtyard.  There were more people traveling through the courtyard than when he went to the training grounds.  He made his way through the late afternoon hustle and bustle, taking in the sights and sounds.
 
   In the twenty minutes it took to reach Norlan's house, the novelty of the breastplate had worn off.  Jake found himself sweating heavily in the late afternoon sun, the breastplate digging uncomfortably into his shoulders.  He could also feel several blisters developing on his feet were the boots pressed in.  He sighed gratefully when he saw the wall to Norlan's house.
 
   He went to the side gate and entered into the yard.  He saw Madalin kneeling next to the plants on the side of the house, pulling weeds.  She turned when she heard him enter, her eyes widening slightly at the sight of him in armor, her face taking on a disapproving look.
 
   "What is this?"  She said, sounding irritated.
 
   "I'm supposed to train with Dominic in the afternoons."  Jake replied.  "I'll work with Norlan in the morning at the smithy, then meet Dominic at the training grounds."  He told her about all of the events of the day, including Dominic's training requirements.
 
   "I will have to talk to Norlan about that."  She muttered, shaking her head.  Her face relaxed and a smile appeared.  "Why don't you go place your equipment in your room?  It will be another hour or so before the evening meal."
 
   "Actually, I wouldn't mind going to the baths."  He replied, thinking of Dominic's conditions.  "I got a little sweatier than expected.  Could you draw me a map so I can get there?"
 
   "We didn't have a chance to talk about it last night, but we have a little bathing area behind the storage building."  She replied pointing back towards Jake's room.  "I placed a couple of towels and some soap in your room.  You can't lie about in a pool of water, but it will save you additional walking."
 
   "Oh, I didn't realize that."  Jake said, seeing a good excuse to take the armor off gone.  He thought about it.  "I guess I'll wait until after dinner since I'm supposed to wear my armor and sword until I go to bed."
 
   "You can take that off now, Jake."  Madalin said, irritation returning to her voice.  "I will have Norlan talk to Dominic.  You do not need to wear that while you are here at home.  In fact, I will make sure that..."  She stopped when she saw Norlan coming up the street towards the gate.
 
   Norlan walked into the yard, greeting Jake and his wife.  Madalin immediately brought up Jake's training plan and his armor and weapons.  While Jake stood there uncomfortably, she demanded that Norlan speak with Dominic to change his conditions.
 
   Norlan raised his hands in a placating manner.  "My love, you have to realize that Jake is now Dominic's apprentice."  His face hardened slightly.  "I would not tolerate anyone demanding that I change the way I train my apprentices, so I will not demand it of another master."  Seeing the unhappy look on his wife's face, he added.  "We will abide with his conditions, but I will ask if he is willing to modify the terms regarding home."
 
   Madalin did not respond, but it was clear that she was not satisfied with her husband's answer.  "We will eat in an hour or so."  She said shortly, turning back to her plants.  Norlan motioned Jake to move towards his room.
 
   When they reached the patio area, Norlan had Jake sit down on one of the benches, asking him to recount what he did after he left the smithy.  After Jake told him what happened, Norlan mused over it for a moment.  "Dominic knows what he is about; I could not ask for a better instructor if you have to train for combat."  He looked at Jake.  "I also know my wife.  Madalin is upset because she is concerned for you.  The thought that you, at your age, may have to fight or kill disturbs her greatly.  I cannot say I'm happy about it either, but I trust Jonas and Dominic."
 
   Norlan changed subjects.  "Let me see your sword."  Jake drew his sword and handed it to Norlan.  He looked it over closely and tapped the blade with his ring, listening to the sound.  He carefully grabbed the blade, his strong arms bending the steel slightly, testing its strength.  Satisfied, he handed it back to Jake.  "That is a good sword; it has the right amount of strength and flexibility.  Get your honing pouch and I will show you how to keep it sharp."
 
   Norlan instructed Jake on the proper way to sharpen his sword and dagger, having him practice until he was satisfied.  He had Jake take off his breastplate to demonstrate how to maintain his armor.  Time slipped away while they were working.  Jake was surprised when Cherise came out the back door to tell them that dinner was ready, her eyes going wide when she saw Jake's armor and sword.  Jake started to put his breastplate back on, but Norlan stopped him.  "Go put it away in your room, lad.  I see the meal as simply a stop on the way to the baths."  He gave Jake a wink and herded Cherise back inside.
 
   Jake took his equipment to his room, stacking it neatly next to the wall.  He went to put away his extra pants and vest and found new clothes folded neatly in the dresser.  He grabbed the soap and water pitcher, went into the yard to wash his hands, then headed into the house.
 
   After Norlan said his prayer and they started eating, Jake mentioned the new clothes he found.  Madalin replied.  "You need more than one set of clothes.  I picked up those clothes while I was at the market."
 
   "Thank you, Madalin."  Jake said as he pulled out his money pouch.  "Dominic gave me some money.  How much did the clothes cost?"
 
   "Don't be silly, Jake."  She replied, waving away his offer.  "Save your coins for something else."
 
   "But, you have done too much already."  Jake protested.  "You've given me a place to stay and feed me.  The least I can do is pay for my clothes."
 
   "It is our pleasure to help you, Jake."  Norlan interjected, sharing a glance with his wife.  "If you feel some obligation, just remember that you'll be working with me in the mornings, so you are earning your way."
 
   Jake could see that they were not going to accept any money and let the matter drop.  Cherise took advantage of the sudden silence and spoke up.
 
   "Jake, do you have your…what did you call it… ahh, 'phone'?"  She asked, a hopeful look in her eyes.  "I'm sure Mother and Father would like to see the image that you took."
 
   "Sure."  Jake said, putting his coin pouch back and retrieving his phone.  He powered it on and selected his photos.  The family gathered around him, Norlan and Madalin fascinated with the pictures Jake showed them.  He showed them pictures of his friends and family back home, telling them stories of some of the situations in which he, Sean and Matt somehow found themselves.  Cherise was caught up by the stories and pictures, her eyes shining with delight, her parents chuckling good-naturedly.
 
   However, when the family picture of him standing with his parents and siblings, all close together and smiling, during the last camping trip appeared, his throat caught, homesickness suddenly welling up.  Steadying himself, he explained his need to conserve the limited battery power and shut off his phone.  Glancing at Madalin, he sensed that she understood his true reason, sympathy reflected in her eyes.
 
   The thought of his family and home continued to resurface in his mind as he watched the playful interaction between Cherise and her parents as they ate.  Norlan and Madalin made sure to include Jake, clearly wanting him to feel part of their family.  While he appreciated their efforts, that only seemed to cause his emotional tension to increase.
 
   After he helped clear the table and wash the dishes, Jake's emotions were roiling, a growing feeling that he may explode, so he said good night and went back out to his room.  As he was changing into his robe, he saw that his sandals had been placed back under his bed, probably by Cherise, and grabbed them.  He took a towel and headed behind the storage shed to find the bathing area.
 
   Jake found a small wooden enclosure, floored with tile and open to the sky.  Inside was a large tub of water, with a small bucket hanging from the wall, next to a small container of soap.  Clearly, this was a manual shower process using the bucket, like he had used on one of his family's camping trips.  He entered, undressed and grabbed the bucket and dumped some water over his head.  The water was cool, but not cold, so he found the bucket shower quite pleasant.
 
   After he finished bathing, he returned to his room and put on some fresh clothes.  He sat down on his bed, his thoughts turning back to home.  Despite knowing that he should try and focus on the here and now, he picked up his phone, powering it up once again, looking at the photos.  He stopped on the family picture again.  He was staring at his parents' faces, suddenly stricken by guilt when he realized that, while he was settling in, surrounded by supportive people he saw as friends, they must be going crazy, not knowing what happened to him.  He was consumed by that thought, picturing his mother sitting at home weeping, his father brooding, bereft of their first born, with no clue to his fate.  He was surprised when he saw the tears drop onto the face of his phone.  He wiped them away, but more fell to replace them.
 
   "Jake.  Are you alright?"  Madalin's voice came softly from the door.
 
   Jake looked up to see her standing there, concern written over her kind face, seeing his tears fall.  He wanted to say something, his mouth moving, but the words would not come.  She quickly came over to him, sitting next to him on the bed and putting her arm around his shoulders, softly stroking his hair, whispering reassuring words.  Her closeness and touch seemed to coax out all of the emotions he had been holding inside.  Unable to help himself, he put his face into her shoulder and wept.


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter14]Chapter Fourteen
 
   Jake woke in the early morning, to the distant sound of a crowing rooster, his eyes puffy and feeling sandy from his tears the night before.  He slowly got out of bed, filling the bowl on the dresser with water and dipping his face into it.  Holding his breath, he rubbed the water over his face, the cool water soothing and bracing at the same time.  He scrubbed his face until his breath gave out.  Straightening and running his wet fingers through his hair, he dried his face and sat back down on his bed, trying to put his sudden burst of emotion behind him.
 
   However, as he remembered Madalin comforting him last night, he flushed with both embarrassment and anger at himself.  He could not believe that he had broken down like that.  How weak he must have looked to her.  It was bad enough she saw him like that once; he would not allow that to happen again.  Fists clenched, he wrestled down his anger, trying to shift his focus to the present.
 
   Looking up, he noticed his phone sitting on the dresser top.  He stood quickly and grabbed it, making sure that it was powered off, then opened a drawer and shoved it under the clothes.  He was here for the foreseeable future; he had to harden himself to that fact.  His phone was a connection to a life that he had no idea when, or if, he would see again.  He had to set it aside, a distraction he did not need.  For the time being, he told himself, he would embrace the training regime that was set up for him.
 
   He stood and began to change into his clothes and armor.  His feet protested a bit when he pulled his boots on, but he tried to ignore it.  He was finishing dressing, belting on his sword over his breastplate, when Norlan came knocking on the door frame.  "Time for the morning meal, Jake."  He said.
 
   "I'll be there in a moment, Norlan."  Jake replied, hearing Norlan walking back to the house.  Cinching his belt tight, he shoved his money pouch into his pants pocket and headed out the door.  He crossed the patio, the morning air cool as the sky lightened with the rising sun, and went into the house.
 
   He made his way to the dining table, the delicious aromas of breakfast filling the room.  Norlan and Cherise were already sitting down, Cherise scraping her pencil on the parchment in front of her, while Madalin finished her preparations.  Cherise looked up from her drawing and gave Jake a wide smile, then put her head down again.  Jake sat down in his chair, the process taking a moment as he figured out how to sit without tangling his sword into the chair.
 
   Madalin came over with the tray of food and sat down.  She reached over and laid her hand on Jake's, giving his a gentle squeeze, a soft smile on her face.  Jake flushed with embarrassment again.  Giving his hand once last pat, Madalin nodded to Norlan and nudged Cherise to have her put away her parchment.
 
   Norlan said grace and they began to eat.  As always, the food was delicious.  It took Jake's mind off his concerns for the moment.  The mood was quiet and the meal was completed with a minimum of small talk.  Norlan finished his plate and stood, facing Jake.  "Are you finished, Jake?  I need to get to the smithy before my apprentices arrive."  When Jake nodded, he headed for the side door.
 
   Shoving the last bite into his mouth, Jake rose and placed his plate in the sink and followed Norlan out the door.  They passed out the side gate into the street and headed for the smithy.  There were more people out this early then Jake expected as the city began to come alive again.  Many of the people greeted Norlan as they passed on the street, with a familiarity that told Jake that this was a regular morning routine. 
 
   As the street cleared of people nearby, Norlan turned towards Jake.  "Are you feeling alright, Jake?"  He asked with concern in his voice.
 
   It took Jake a moment to realize that he was asking about last night.  Jake flushed again, feeling stupid, since of course Norlan knew.  Madalin would have told him what occurred.
 
   "I'm fine, Norlan."  Jake said shortly, not really wanting to talk about it.
 
   Norlan apparently did want to talk.  "I can't say I know what you are going through.  I imagine that this whole situation must be very confusing and maybe a bit frightening."  Norlan replied softly, clearly trying to be sensitive.  He placed a hand on Jake's shoulder.  "I will do whatever I can to help you get home.  Until then, I meant what I said about you considering my home as your home and feeling part of the family."  He gave Jake a smile.  "I hope you will forgive me if I consider you as the son we never had."
 
   "It's not you or Madalin."  Jake said quickly, feeling grateful for Norlan's openness and concern.  "You have been great to me.  I was just thinking of my parents and what they must be going through.  I've realized that I can't do anything about that for now, so I need to focus on my training."
 
   "It speaks well about you that you are concerned for your parents, Jake."  Norlan said.  "Many young men your age tend to forget about their parents' feelings.  I can remember that time in my own life."
 
   After a short pause, he continued, his tone more businesslike.  "As for your training, while you are working in the smithy, I expect you to act as one of the apprentices.  Even though you are my guest and charge, I'll assign you tasks as I would any apprentice."
 
   They turned up the alleyway that led to the yard of the smithy.  Norlan pulled out a key to unlock the gate.  "I also expect that you will listen to the directions of Helman.  He is a senior journeyman, almost ready to take his tests for mastery.  He has a stern demeanor, but is a good teacher, fair and patient with questions."
 
   They went over to Norlan's office.  He unlocked the door, revealing a small desk covered in papers, with a wooden chair behind it, as well as a small bookshelf with some scrolls on it against the far wall.  There were two leather-bound chairs in front of the desk, clearly for customers.  Norlan pointed over to a small open area between the desk and the wall.  "You can leave your equipment over there, Jake."
 
   Jake went over and neatly piled his armor and weapons in the space.  Norlan led him out of the office and over to the smithy.  He opened a small cabinet and pulled out a heavy leather apron for Jake.  "Everyone in the smithy wears the aprons.  They deflect to the heat of the furnaces and resist the sparks as we fashion the hot metal."
 
   He pulled out a couple of odd looking metal objects with leather strips hanging from them.  "These are coverings for the top of your boots.  While the boots you have are made of a fine and strong leather, these will help protect them from both heat and impacts."  He smiled a tight smile.  "Trust me, having a hot piece of heavy metal hitting your foot is not an experience you would relish."
 
   After Jake covered his boots, Norlan set him to work bringing wood and coal over to the furnace in a wheeled cart.  Under Norlan's watchful direction, Jake stoked the furnace, bringing the temperature up for the day's work.  Once the temperature was satisfactory to Norlan, he told Jake the amount and type of fuel he wanted at the furnace and went back to his office.
 
   As Jake was bringing another load of materials to the furnace, the gate opened as Helman came in, followed by the two apprentices Jake saw yesterday.  Helman came over and greeted Jake, his demeanor stern as Norlan had said, but was pleasant in his greeting.  He also introduced the two apprentices, Dern and Almos.
 
   The apprentices were both around Jake's age, though their appearances could not be more opposite.  Dern was tall and lanky, with a long face, short brown hair and sad-looking brown eyes.  Almos, on the other hand, was short and stocky, his long brown hair tied into a ponytail behind his round face, his bright blue eyes full of mischief.  Both greeted Jake with enthusiasm, clearly informed that he would be coming to the smithy.  They listened intently as Jake responded to their questions, letting them know that he would be here in the mornings, but would be training with Dominic in the afternoon.
 
   "You will have plenty of time to get to know one another."  Helman said brusquely, quickly cutting off the conversation.  "There is work to be done."  He took charge of the little group, setting Dern and Almos to tasks and having Jake continue to bring fuel.
 
   After bringing over the fuel, Helman had Jake work the furnace bellows as Dern, wearing heavy leather gloves, heated a long metal rod.  Helman demonstrated and explained how to keep the furnace a constant temperature, which was critical to ensure the even heating of the metal.  Dern pulled the rod from the furnace, the end cherry-red, and moved over to an anvil.  Under Helman's watchful eye, Dern grabbed a large hammer and began to rhythmically pound the metal, reheating it when it cooled.  The sound of the ringing metal filled the smithy, drowning out all of the other sounds from Jake's hearing.
 
   Working the bellows for Dern and Almos kept Jake busy for the rest of the morning.  Helman called a short break about mid-morning while he went to confer with Norlan, which allowed Jake to talk with Dern and Almos.  Talking with boys his age made Jake feel better and soon they were laughing and joking.  Helman returned and the boys went back to work.
 
   The time seemed to fly and before Jake knew it, Norlan came out to announce it was time for the mid-day meal.  He had Jake take off the smithy gear and put on his armor and sword, which awed Dern and Almos, and led the boys and Helman to a food shop down the street from the smithy, with tables set up under the tall tree in the yard.  Norlan ordered food for all of them, which arrived quickly, served by the plump woman who ran the shop.  The smells coming off the plate of chicken, vegetables and a piece of buttered dark bread set Jake's mouth watering.  After working all morning, Jake was famished and shoveled in the food, washing it down with the sweet fruit punch that came with the meal.  After he cleared his plate, he sat back, feeling content, enjoying the shade of the tree.
 
   The others finished shortly and rose, Norlan going over to pay the proprietress for the meals.  Jake stood as well, adjusting his armor and sword belt slightly.  Helman, Dern and Almos said goodbye to Jake as they headed back to the smithy.
 
   Norlan came back over to Jake.  "I'm going with you today, Jake.  I promised Madalin to speak to Dominic about his conditions regarding your armor and home.  I may as well get that over with."  He blew out a short breath.  "Let's go.  You don't want to be late on your first day."
 
   Norlan and Jake made their way to the training grounds, with Norlan pointing out points of interest as they walked.  Many of the people on the streets greeted Norlan and gave Jake curious looks.
 
   They made their way to the gate that Jake had entered the training grounds.  Two guards were on duty, with Dominic standing a few feet away, talking with another soldier.  As they approached, the guards crossed their spears, blocking their entry.
 
   The guard on the right, a light-haired young man only a couple of years older than Jake, spoke.  "I am sorry, Mastersmith Norlan, but I cannot allow you onto the grounds.  My orders are only to allow Dominic's pupil passage."
 
   "That is fine, young Hadar.  I understand the importance of orders."  Norlan replied, a warm smile on his face.
 
   "So, now you remember your orders, do you?"  Dominic said to the guard, voice hard.  "It would have been better if you remembered them earlier."  The guard stood rigidly, his face flushing bright red at the comment.
 
   Dominic stared at the young man for a moment longer, then turned to Norlan.  "I didn't expect to see you this afternoon, Norlan.  Is something amiss?"
 
   "Actually, may I speak with you privately?"  Norlan asked.  "It should only take a minute or two."  
 
   "Of course, Norlan."  Dominic replied, leading him a few paces away.
 
   Jake watched as the two quietly spoke, quiet enough that Jake could not hear.  Norlan suddenly smiled and shook his head.  After Dominic said something else, he let out a laugh.  After a few more words, they shook hands and came back over to Jake, Norlan still smiling.  He reached out to Jake, putting his hand on Jake's shoulder.
 
   "Listen to Dominic, lad, and follow his instructions.  I know that you will do well."  Norlan said.  "I will see you tonight for the evening meal.  Train hard."  With a nod to Dominic, Norlan strode off, seemingly content, heading back to the smithy.
 
   "Let's go, boy.  Daylight is wasting."  Dominic said as he headed back into the training ground, giving Hadar another hard look as he passed, Jake hurrying to catch up.  They made their way down the fence line, into an area that Jake had not been.
 
   "Dominic?  What was that all about at the gate?  I know what Norlan was going to ask you, but why did he laugh?"  Jake asked as they walked.
 
   Dominic snorted.  "Norlan was amused because his wife already cornered me this morning about you wearing your armor and sword at their house, as well as your training in general."  He gave his head a short shake.  "I will say that you have made quite an impression on that woman.  You would have thought I was having you kicking children the way she came at me.  The end result is that you can take off your armor and sword at the house, as long as you are not leaving for anything other than the baths."
 
   "What about the stuff with the guard?"  Jake asked, relieved to know that he can relax at Norlan's.
 
   "Apparently, he lived down the street from Norlan's."  Dominic replied.  "Madalin has known him all of his life and used to watch him when he was young.  Because of his familiarity with her, the young idiot allowed her in to harangue me."  His face creased into a small smile.  "I made it clear to him what I thought of that."
 
   Dominic led him past a couple of small buildings to a small open area near the fence, covered by short cut grass.  The area had a couple of trees nearby for shade and a small wooden rail on the far edge, set up with pegs, clearly to hang equipment on.  Dominic took Jake to the center of the grassy area.
 
   "I want to make a few things clear before we start."  Dominic said, turning to face Jake.  His blue eyes, staring intently from that scarred face, seemed made of sapphires, bright and hard.  "First, I plan to be hard on you, harder than most trainees.  We do not know how much time you have to train or where your fate will take you.  So, I assume that we have to maximize the training time we do have.  I can't make you a master with the blade in a week, but I hope to get you to the point where you can at least defend yourself."  He let the words sink in for a moment.  "Do you understand what I am saying?"
 
   Jake nodded.  "I understand."
 
   "Will you agree to follow my instructions, even if you don't understand the purpose?"  Dominic asked.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Good.  Let me see your blade."  Jake reached over and drew his sword.  Dominic stepped close and inspected the blade, nodding his approval of its condition.  He had Jake sheathe it again and inspected his armor, pulling on the straps and checking the fit.  Satisfied, he stepped back.
 
   "Remember that you must find time to maintain your equipment.  I will not tolerate anything less."  Dominic said.  "Now, the first thing I want to work on is your stance."
 
   Following Dominic's instructions, Jake set himself in a stance, with his right leg slightly forward, body slightly turned.  Using his feet to make small corrections to Jake's stance, Dominic finally seemed satisfied.
 
   "This is the basic stance for learning the sword."  Dominic said.  "As we progress, I will teach you how to fight no matter how your body is positioned."  He stepped back a couple of paces.  "Your first lesson seems simple, but it could be the one thing that saves your life.  Draw your sword."
 
   Jake reached across his body and drew his sword.  "Faster next time.  Do it again."  Dominic stated, voice even.  Jake did it again multiple times over the next hour.  With every draw, Dominic seemed to have a new critique and had Jake try again.  Standing, sitting and even lying down, Jake was made to draw his sword again and again.
 
   After Jake's arm began to tire, Dominic had him start drawing it with his left hand.  When he complained about the awkwardness, Dominic simply asked.  "If you cannot use your right arm for some reason, are you just going to lay down and die?"  Clearly not expecting an answer, he had Jake continue.
 
   When Dominic seemed satisfied, he had Jake stop.  His eyes remained hard as ever.  "You may believe that this is a meaningless exercise, but the person who can get their sword out first usually lives to see another day.  I will have you practice this every day until drawing your sword is second nature." 
 
   After a short rest break, Dominic had Jake go hang his sword belt on a peg while he produced two practice swords.  The practice swords were similar in size and weight as Jake's sword, but the edges were blunted, with the point squared off.  Dominic handed one sword to Jake and had him assume his stance.
 
   "First, we will learn some defense."  Dominic said as he instructed Jake on some basic parries.
 
   After having Jake practice them a few times, Dominic assumed a stance opposite Jake.  Using the other practice sword, he thrust and slashed at Jake, calmly telling him which parry to use.  Watching Jake's movements, Dominic kept a running critique as he continued to come at Jake, his sword moving slightly faster in every attack.
 
   "You are parrying too far, boy."  Dominic said after attempting a thrust, holding up a hand.  "Move your feet and body as well.  You don't need to knock the sword away completely.  You need to keep your sword as near to centerline as possible, to allow for counterattacks.  Here, let me show you.  Thrust at me."
 
   As Jake thrusted his sword, Dominic twisted his body slightly as he allowed Jake's sword to run along his blade, just deflecting it an inch or so away from his body.  With a twist of his wrist, the blunt point of Dominic's blade was suddenly at Jake's throat.  "You see?"  Dominic asked.
 
   Jake nodded, but asked.  "Isn't the blade awfully close to your body?
 
   "That's why you wear armor."  Dominic simply stated.  "Now you try it."
 
   For the next couple of hours, Dominic ran Jake through drill after drill, always correcting him and demonstrating the proper technique.  With the afternoon sun angling towards the horizon, the thrill of learning swords was wearing off when Dominic finally called a halt.  Jake was sweating profusely, his arms feeling like rubber.
 
   "That's enough for today, boy.  I need to go see the commander before it get too late and you need to go to the stables and see Captain Armartas.  You have some responsibilities over there as well."  Dominic gathered the practice swords as Jake went over to recover and belt back on his sword.  "We will meet here tomorrow at the same time.  Make sure you are getting some rest, the training is only going to get harder."  With that, he strode off back towards the buildings.
 
   Rubbing his sore arms, Jake made his way through the training areas, watching the various groups of soldiers practicing different drills.  As always, he got some curious looks in return as he made his way to the stables.  Once there, he went to Captain Armartas' office, finding him writing in a journal.  Jake knocked at the door, causing Armartas to look up.
 
   "Welcome, Jake."  Armartas said quietly.  He stood up and came over to the door.  "Dominic said you would be by today."  Grabbing a set of keys, he led Jake back towards Dontas' stable.
 
   As they walked, Armartas asked.  "How was your first day of training, Jake?"
 
   "Fine, but I'm a bit tired."  Jake replied.
 
   Armartas laughed.  "That is a common reaction to Dominic's training style, but you truly have the best teacher around.  You may find many envious of you."
 
   When they were near Dontas' stall, Armartas stopped near a closed door situated between stalls.  He pulled out his keys and opened the door.  Inside were four stations set up along the walls, two on each side.  Each station contained a bridle and saddle, as well as brushes and other tack.  Armartas pointed to the one on the right, closest to the door.  "This is yours, Jake.  Grab the saddle."
 
   Jake lifted the saddle off its stand, groaning a bit from the weight, arms protesting.  Armartas took the bridle and went over to Dontas' stall, Jake following.  Gently stroking Dontas' head, Armartas showed Jake how to set the bridle and led Dontas into the hallway.  Under Armartas' guidance, Jake practiced putting on and removing the saddle from Dontas several times.  Once he was satisfied with Jake's progress, Armartas had him put the saddle back in the tack room and showed him where the feed was kept, as well as the straw.
 
   Armartas handed Jake a key off his key ring.  "This is your key for the tack room.  Always remember to lock it after you are done."  He lightly gripped one of Jake's arms.  "We will take Dontas out on your next visit.  Now, you need to brush down Dontas and clean out his stall.  You should also make sure that he is fed and watered before you leave."
 
   "By the way, Dominic told me that you would clean out Shadow's stall and feed him as well.  You remember where he is stalled?"  Jake nodded slowly, inwardly groaning.  Armartas gave him a knowing smile and left.
 
   Jake headed back to Dontas, grabbed a brush and set to work.  Dontas was a bit skittish at first, but relaxed after a few minutes, allowing Jake to complete the brushing quickly.  He found a shovel and wheelbarrow and cleaned out the stall, laying down some fresh straw.  He grabbed some feed and hay, refilled the water trough and led Dontas back into the stall.  He removed the bridle and stroked Dontas' head for a few moments, then left, closing the stall and locking up the tack room.
 
   He made his way over to Shadow's stall and repeated the process.  He was a little afraid of the big stallion, but surprisingly, Shadow was compliant.  By the time he led Shadow back into his stall and left the stables, he felt exhausted and the sun was close to setting in the west.  He made his way through the training grounds and back towards Norlan's.  He ignored the early evening crowds, not really paying attention as he focused on getting back and going to sleep. 
 
   When he arrived at Norlan's house, he was surprised to see Jonas and Hailyn standing in the yard, talking with Norlan while Cherise and Maxis ran around.  Maxis gave a bark as Jake reached the gate, charging over to him.  Jake tiredly reached down and petted him as the dog bounced around excitedly while the others looked in his direction.  He made his way over to them.
 
   "Good evening, Jake."  Jonas said, a smile on his face.  Hailyn also smiled at Jake in the way of greeting, but did not say anything.  "I came by to check on how your first day of training went."
 
   "Honestly, it was a long day.  I really want to eat, take a quick shower and go to bed."  Jake stated.
 
   Jonas and Norlan looked at each other and shared a good-natured laugh.  "It seems that is everyone's first day experience."  Norlan said.  "I remember that when I started my apprenticeship, I did not think I would ever make it past the first week; I was so tired.  It will pass."
 
   "I remember my soldier training and I know Dominic."  Jonas added.  "I'm satisfied that you have not suffered permanent harm and don't want to stand in your way of a meal and a shower, so Hailyn and I will go now."
 
   "Are you sure you will not stay and eat?"  Norlan asked Jonas.  "We have plenty."
 
   "Thank you, but no; some other time perhaps."  Jonas replied, heading towards the gate.  "Come along, Hailyn."  Hailyn gave Jake's hand a quick squeeze as she passed him, following Jonas out of the gate.
 
   "Let's get you fed, Jake."  Norlan said good-naturedly, leading him into the house.
 
   The meal went by in a fog, as Jake found himself drifting off as he finished his food.  He got up and attempted to assist in cleaning the table, but Madalin sent him out to clean up.  He went to his room, quickly undressed and went out to the shower area.  After his shower, he came back to his room and changed into a clean set of underwear, leaving his dirty clothes and equipment scattered around the room.
 
   Exhausted from the day's efforts, Jake fell back onto the bed and was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow.
 
   ...
 
   The ruddy light of the torches carried by the four half-men escorting him gave his white hair an orange cast as Martis moved slowly and cautiously into the clearing.  He felt very exposed as his guards were emphatically told to stay with the wagon.  He could hear the low laughter and taunts from the several dozen half-men lining the edge of the clearing, many carrying torches, lighting the area.  With this many half-men in one place not trying to kill each other could only mean that a demon was present.  Though he had been a spy for the demons for the last twenty years, he still hated having to deal directly with them.
 
   It was several years ago that the demons that he served had ordered all their followers to immediately bring them word of any stranger that did not seem to be from this world.  Martis had no idea why they issued such an order, since he had never encountered anything like that in his travels, but he learned early on not to ask too many questions.  Over the years, he had almost forgotten about it.
 
   So, it had been a complete shock to him when he had seen that boy, with his strange clothes and devices, sitting on the back of the warrior's horse three days ago.  Knowing the warrior's reputation, he had waited until they were out of sight before he ordered his guards to turn south and head into the Forest.  He had dispatched Frader and Nothes on their horses to seek out the groups of demon followers he knew were operating in the Forest while fat Ranech stayed with him at his camp.  Frader had returned late on the second night to let him know that he found a group.  They had made their way here, with Nothes catching up to them on the road.  Night had fallen when they reached this spot.  The half-men were clear in their instructions: Only Martis was allowed into the clearing.
 
   The half-men voices suddenly faded as one called out - "A Master comes!"  A short, stocky figure stepped into the clearing, the half-men sinking to their knees.  Martis was shoved forward into the clearing where he immediately copied the half-men by dropping to both knees.
 
   The figure, wrapped in a hooded robe, made its way over to Martis, slowly and deliberately.  The hair stood up on the back of Martis' neck and his body began to tremble as he could feel the evil and darkness radiating off the figure.  Martis attempted to stay motionless and kept his eyes locked on the ground as the figure stopped a few feet in front of him.
 
   "You have information for me?"  A cold voice came from the cowl, chilling Martis further.  There was nothing human about the voice.
 
   "Yes, Master."  Martis replied, desperately trying to suppress his body's overwhelming urge to leap up and run.  "I ran into a stranger like the one we were told to watch for.  A boy, dressed in strange clothing."
 
   Martis involuntarily flinched as the figure suddenly moved right up to him.  "Look at me, worm."  The figure commanded.  Martis fearfully glanced up as two human-looking hands reached up to lower the cowl on the robe.  Human-looking, except for the brown scales in place of skin and the dark claws at the end of each fingertip, hooked and shaped into sharp points.  The figure was not much taller than Martis, even though he was on his knees.  This was a demon that foolish men called an Imp, because of its height.  As such, he was almost at eye level when the cowl fell back and he found himself face to face with the demon.
 
   The demon's head was smooth and hairless, covered in the same brown scales as the rest of its body.  It has long pointed ears that lay back along its head.  It had a wide nose that was surmounted by two large eyes.  Those eyes were the darkest black, no iris or white visible, only pits of stygian night.  Below the nose was a wide mouth with thin lips, two rows of sharp, gleaming white teeth visible when the mouth opened.
 
   "Where did you see this boy?"  The Imp hissed.
 
   "At the crossroads north of the forest road, three days ago."  Martis replied.
 
   "Why did you not seize him?  You know that he is important to us."  The Imp asked, voice cold and ominous.
 
   "He was with a warrior..."  Martis started, cutting off as one of the Imp's hands lashed out and seized him by the throat, claws biting into his flesh.  Martis could feel the demon's strength as it tightened its grip.
 
   "I was told that you have at least three fighting men in your employ.  Surely they could have overwhelmed this warrior."  The Imp's dark eyes were unreadable as they stared into Martis' terrified ones.  "Perhaps you are not as committed to us as you say."  The Imp slowly squeezed its hand, rivulets of blood trickling down Martis' neck as the claws pieced his skin.
 
   "I am yours, Master!"  Martis said desperately, voice high pitched and trembling.  "I know the warrior.  He was tall and strong, with a scarred face.  It could only be Dominic, Master.  Even my men could not overcome him."
 
   The Imp stared at Martis for several moments, examining him like one would a bug.  With a shove, the Imp released Martis, causing him to fall over onto his back.  Martis just laid as he fell, making no attempt to return to his knees.
 
   "Dominic, you say?"  The Imp's hands curled into tight fists.  "He has been a thorn in our hand for years.  I found the remains of that fool Matus' party, so it now makes sense.  Soon, hopefully, we will deal with that one."  He glanced down at Martis.  "Where did they go?"
 
   "Sanduas, I believe, Master.  At least, he asked about the capital and headed up the northern road."  Martis said quickly.
 
   "Sanduas."  The Imp mulled it over for a few moments.  He looked back at Martis.  "You will go to the city to see if the boy is there.  Once you know he is there, send word.  If he is not there, you will track him down.  I will need time to gather some of my brothers and more followers, if I must assault the city."
 
   The Imp reached down and grabbed Martis by the front of his shirt, easily lifting him up to his feet.  "You will find out everything you can about the boy, where he is staying, who he deals with, everything.  Do you understand?"
 
   "Yes, Master."  Martis almost sobbed, grateful to be leaving alive.
 
   The Imp stepped right up to Martis, looking up at his face.  "I want that boy.  Do not fail me.  You should know that I am not the forgiving type."
 
   Martis bowed low, tears of relief falling to the ground.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter15]Chapter Fifteen
 
   Jake smiled as he approached the picnic area, his family waiting for him, a feeling of joy of being home filling his body and mind.  He could see his parents, smiling and laughing as they prepared the food on the barbeque while his brother and sister playfully wrestled for the nearest hot dog.
 
   As he got closer, Jake was surprised to see Sean and Matt were also there, chatting with someone Jake could not see.  The high sound of a girl laughing and a sudden movement by Sean revealed Tina, laughing at some remark by Matt, Jake was sure.  Impulsively, he yelled a greeting at them and picked up his pace, hurrying to join them.
 
   Despite his increased speed, he could not seem to advance any closer.  He shouted for them, trying to get their attention, but there was no reaction by anyone to his presence.  He was now running as hard as he could, but he did not advance.
 
   Suddenly, a wall of darkness sprang up in front of him.  Startled, he came to a halt, the picnic area now gone, smothered by the darkness, hiding away his family and friends.
 
   It took him a moment to realize that the wall was moving towards him.  The movement was subtle at first; so subtle, he was not certain it was moving.  Frightened, he began to back away, but the darkness moved closer, picking up speed.  Jake turned and ran, desperate to get away.
 
   Despite his efforts, the wall got closer.  He ran heedless through the now strangely formless area, his only thought to avoid the darkness.  He could feel its cold radiating against the heat of his back as it inched ever closer, the faint sound of multiple voices crying out for him growing as well.
 
   Now terrified, he knew that if he was caught, he would be lost.  Breath heaving, his chest feeling like it would burst, he ran.  Ran until something caught his foot, sending him sprawling, crying out in fear.  Waiting for the darkness to take him, Jake lay with his eyes closed.  When nothing happened, he slowly opened his eyes.
 
   He saw that he was lying on a stone floor.  Raising his head, he looked around carefully.  The stone floor extended in front of him for a great distance, bracketed on both sides by stone walls.  He stood, looking up to see a dark sky, roiling with black clouds, winds whistling amongst the stones.  Spinning around slowly, he realized that he was on one of the walls of Sanduas.  He became aware that he was wearing his armor and sword.
 
   As he came to a stop, a sudden movement above caught his eye.  Disbelieving, he saw a dark figure separate and descend from the clouds above.  It landed silently on the wall, about twenty feet away, facing Jake.  It did not have any features other than a vaguely human-shaped form, seemingly made up only of the swirling black clouds.
 
   The figure stood there, still as death.  Death was what Jake's mind told him was in front of him.  His terror rose, all of his instincts telling him to flee, but he seemed rooted to the spot.  His blood seemed to have gone cold and his body frozen.  Then the figure started to move towards him.  His fear rose up and overwhelmed all other thoughts.  Run, his mind screamed.
 
   "Be not afraid, child."  A gentle voice unexpectedly sounded in his mind, warm and comforting.  The warmth of the voice seemed to melt the ice in his veins, freeing Jake from his stasis.
 
   Suddenly, he found himself able to move, rapidly backing away as the figure got closer.  Desperate, he drew his sword, unable to tear his eyes from the figure, which was continuing its silent stalking.
 
   Knowing escape was hopeless, he surprised himself by realizing his main emotion was not fear, but anger.  He stopped, deciding that he would not run, determining at the last to stand and fight.
 
   "You do not fight alone."  The voice came again, smooth and soothing.
 
   Suddenly, Jonas and Hailyn appeared to Jake's left, glowing brightly in the yellow fire of the clerics.  Dominic appeared on his right, sword in hand; solid, hard and indomitable.  Their presence comforted him and steeled his courage and resolve.
 
   The dark figure halted, seemingly startled by his friends' appearance.  For a moment, everything was still, the only movement the roiling clouds overhead.  Without warning, large waves of darkness rolled out from the figure, sweeping over his friends, seeming to wash them out while leaving Jake alone to face the figure.  Two lines of power, like black ropes, sprang out towards Jake.
 
   He moved to evade them and instinctively cut at them with his sword.  He was able to avoid them, but one brushed his arm as they were pulled back to the figure.  Jake knew at that touch that these lines were not to harm him, but to capture him.  The thought of being captured by this creature terrified Jake, his whole body suddenly shaking.  Despair rose up in his mind again.
 
   The faint sounds of Dominic battling in the darkness to his right slipped past his fear into his mind.  That made him aware of faint flashes of yellow fire that pulsed from the darkness on his left.  His friends were still fighting and he needed to fight as well.
 
   As he made that decision, he felt a sudden burning sensation springing from his chest.  He glanced down to see a bluish glow spread from the center of his chest out to cover his body in a glowing nimbus, bright against the darkness.
 
   Sensing its advantage slipping, the figure launched multiple lines of darkness at Jake.  Surrounded by his power, Jake was able to deflect and cut the lines, the blue fire infusing his sword.  More sprang forth, coming with greater frequency, as the figure seemed to grow more desperate.  Jake continued to move and leap about, dodging and cutting, trying to stay clear of the darkness.  His muscles started to burn from his exertions as the lines came more rapidly, seemingly endless.  He could feel his frustration building, forced to constantly defend against the darkness, never having an opportunity to attack.
 
   Suddenly, a line of the dark power slipped past Jake's guard, wrapping around him.  Jake cut at it, severing its hold, but that allowed more lines to wrap around him.  He twisted and turned, desperately cutting, the lines wrapping and tangling more around him, restricting his movements, covering him...
 
   Jake started awake, sprawled across his bed, blankets twisted around his body.  He was sweaty and it felt as if he had been beaten in his sleep, as all of his muscles protested, stiff and sore, when he untangled himself from his covers.  He got to his feet, grimacing as he twisted and stretched, trying to work out the kinks and stiffness.  Clearly, he was not used to working as physically as he did the day before.
 
   The physical soreness was matched by the mental discomfort his dream had produced.  It had seemed so real.  He could still feel the terror and anger, as well as the power that had flowed from him, as he faced that awful figure.  He shook his head, trying to clear out the images and focus his attention on something else.
 
   Glancing about the room, he saw his clothes, armor and swordbelt scattered about the small room where he had dropped them the night before.  He could imagine what Dominic would say to him if he saw this mess.  Groaning slightly, he moved to forestall any possibility of that by slowly and stiffly picking up his stuff.
 
   Once he cleaned up his room, he went to the doorway and stuck his head out to see how early it was.  The sky was still dark, but lightening in the east.  With the images of his dream still fresh and troubling in his mind, he did not trust sleeping again.  He went back inside, made his bed and dressed in a new set of clothes.
 
   To kill some time and distract himself, he pulled out his honing stone and oil to work on his sword.  Sitting on the bed, he drew his sword from the scabbard, gave it a close inspection, looking for any hint of rust or blemish.  He was uncomfortably aware that the swordhilt felt the same in his hand as when he held it in his dream.  
 
   Mentally telling himself to let it go, he went to work.  After he was satisfied with condition of the blade and the sharpness of the edge, he sheathed it and picked up his armor.  After he finished his inspection and cleaning, he decided he may as well suit up for the day.
 
   Once completely dressed, he went outside to get some fresh air.  The morning air was cool, with some high clouds and a slight breeze.  Moving about the patio area, he continued to stretch his sore muscles, knowing that he would be having more of the same today.
 
   He heard a short bark from Maxis on the other side of the house, the dog clearly aware of Jake's presence.  Jake went over to the corner of the house and looked over the short fence that was part of Maxis' enclosure.  The fence seemed wholly inadequate as Maxis ran up to Jake, his head easily clearing the top of the fence.  Jake reached out and petted the dog, which excitedly licked at Jake's hands.  The exuberance of the dog caused Jake to smile as he rubbed away at Maxis' head, his unease temporarily relieved.  Unfortunately, the reprieve was short-lived as the images and feelings of his dream returned, focusing Jake's attention inward.
 
   Lost in his thoughts, Jake was startled when a voice suddenly said.  "You're up early, Jake."  Jake jumped at the sound, still tense from his dream.  He turned, embarrassed by his start, to see that Norlan had come out of the house.  Norlan came over to where Jake stood, an easy smile on his face.  Maxis continued to rub his head against Jake's hand.
 
   "I did not mean to frighten you."  Norlan said apologetically, noticing Jake's jump.
 
   "It wasn't you so much, Norlan."  Jake replied.  He hesitated for a moment, then said.  "I had a weird dream last night; it seemed so real and I can't seem to shake it."
 
   "Do you care to share it?"  Norlan asked gently.
 
   Jake, comforted by his solid presence, told Norlan about the dream.  Norlan listened quietly, his face serious as Jake described his flight from the darkness and the battle on the wall.  When Jake finished his tale, Norlan gestured to one of the patio benches, leading Jake over to sit down, Maxis barking his disappointment at the end of the attention.
 
   "I'm a simple blacksmith, Jake."  Norlan began, speaking slowly as he gathered his thoughts.  "I have no great insight on dreams and their meanings, but your dream disturbs me for some reason."  He paused for a moment.  "Maybe it is just my concern for you, but I would like for you to discuss this with Dominic or Jonas.  They are both well traveled, educated and have seen a great many things.  They may be able to interpret the meaning behind this dream, if there is one."
 
   "Thanks, Norlan."  Jake said, grateful for the concern.  "I'll talk it over with Dominic this afternoon."
 
   "Excellent."  Norlan stated, his smile returning.  "Let's head inside, the morning meal should be about ready."
 
   Madalin was in the kitchen, putting the finishing touches on the meal as Norlan and Jake took their seats.  Cherise was already in her chair, head down as she worked on her drawing, as usual.  She glanced up at Jake, giving him a shy smile.  She looked back down at her drawing, gave it a couple more strokes of her pencil, then handed it across the table to Jake.
 
   "I drew this for you, Jake."  Cherise said softly, a slight blush in her cheeks, some trepidation in her eyes.
 
   Jake looked down at the drawing in his hand.  It was a picture of him on horseback in a forest, wearing his armor and holding his sword aloft.  Despite being a pencil drawing, it had very nice detail to it.  His likeness was very good, even though it had Jake looking stronger and more confident than he ever felt.
 
   "It is very nice, Cherise."  Jake said, looking up and giving her a smile.
 
   Clearly, she had hoped for more as Jake could see some disappointment in her eyes.  Jake hastily added.  "I mean it is very, very good.  I like it a lot.  In fact, could you find a way to hang it in my room while I am out today?"  That seemed to do the trick as her eyes brightened and she gave him a large smile.  She assured him that it would be in his room before he returned.
 
   As they ate, Jake, remembering the pile of dirty clothes in his room, asked Madalin where he could wash them.  "Just put them in the basket in your room, Jake.  I will make sure they are cleaned."  She replied, smiling, rejecting out of hand Jake's quick offer to pay for the cleaning.  Seeing Norlan's amused shake of his head, Jake realized that she was never going to allow him to pay for anything.
 
   Once they arrived at the smithy, the rest of the morning went by quickly as Norlan seemed to have a constant flow of tasks for Jake.  He was sure that he was kept busy as Norlan's way to help him focus on something other than his disturbing dream.  Almos, eyes twinkling with good humor, came over on a couple of occasions to ask Jake what he had done to earn such a workload.  Jake could tell that Almos did not believe him when he replied that he had done nothing wrong.
 
   After eating lunch at the same outdoor restaurant, Jake headed off to the training grounds.  As he made to leave, he quietly reassured Norlan that he would talk with Dominic after Norlan had stopped him and inquired how he was feeling.  He walked at a moderate pace, not wanting to be late, but the weather was nice.  The day was a little cooler than the day before, with the high clouds mostly blocking the direct sunlight and a mild, comforting breeze.  As images from his dream randomly intruded into his thoughts, he tried to focus on his surroundings and the bustle of the mid-day crowds as he made his way to the training grounds.
 
   He arrived to find Dominic waiting in the shade of one of the trees, arms crossed and leaning back against the trunk.  Jake could see the training swords leaning against the tree next to him.  Dominic came over to meet Jake as he entered the training area.
 
   "First things first, boy."  Dominic said without preamble.  "We'll start each day with an inspection until I am satisfied that you are taking care of your equipment.  Let me see your sword."
 
   Jake drew his sword and handed it to Dominic.  Dominic closely inspected it, seemingly pleased with its condition.  He gave it back to Jake and circled around him, tugging on Jake's breastplate straps and looking for any blemishes.  Satisfied, he stepped away and told Jake.  "Let's start with some more drawing practice.  Begin."
 
   As he did yesterday, Dominic had Jake practice drawing his sword in a variety of positions and alternating hands.  After what seemed an eternity of drawing and re-sheathing his sword, Dominic had Jake stop and put away his sword while he went to gather the practice swords.  Dominic had Jake demonstrate the parries that he had been taught.  Once Jake had shown he remembered, Dominic took up position across from Jake and began to attack, forcing Jake to concentrate as the attacks came faster and faster.
 
   Before long, Jake had bruises on his hands and forearms where he had been a bit too slow in his parries.  Dominic, for his part, did not seem concerned about the damage he was inflicting.  When Dominic called a short water break, Jake asked him about it as he rubbed his arms.  "Why don't we use gloves while we practice?  I'm getting all beat up.  Shouldn't I at least have some forearm armor like you?"
 
   "You must have had a soft life where you come from; a little pain is nothing, boy.  Pain is a reminder that you need to strive harder.  You have to learn to overcome pain if you plan to survive in combat."  Dominic replied, arms folded over his chest, his eyes firm and unsympathetic.  "As for gloves, gloves can become slippery when they get covered in blood.  You do not want your sword to slip in the middle of a fight."
 
   "Regarding additional armor, I want you to learn how to use your sword properly first.  Once I am satisfied you have the basic skills down, I will consider allowing you to get some vambraces."  Dominic's eyes bored into Jake's.  "Until then, you need to prepare yourself for discomfort in these sessions.  I told you I was going to be hard on you."  Dominic picked up his practice sword.  "Let's begin again."
 
   Dominic demonstrated additional parries to Jake, explained the attacks that they were best at defending, had Jake practice them until he was satisfied, then set about attacking Jake again.  After several minutes, Jake was again sweating profusely as he attempted to use the parries and avoid Dominic's sword.  Dominic showed no sign of easing up as he pressed his attacks, sometimes changing them in mid-stroke.  Jake gained some additional bruises as he tried to keep Dominic's sword away and failed.
 
   In the middle of one of their exchanges, as Jake was attempting to defend against an attack, an image of the dark figure from his dreams flashed in his mind.  As if he sensed the momentary distraction, Dominic changed his attack.  Jake, his sword already moving to defend against a blow that was not coming, attempted to respond, but it was too late.  The blunt edge of Dominic's practice sword came down hard across the knuckles of Jake's sword hand, causing him to drop his sword and clutch his hand, as pain shot up his arm.  Jake jumped up and down, cursing.
 
   Dominic's sword was suddenly at Jake's throat.  "You're dead, boy."  He said, voice hard as stone.  "You drop your sword in combat and that will be the last thing you do."  He shook his head, removing the sword.  "Let me see your hand."
 
   Jake held out his hand, which was throbbing with pain.  Dominic, his hard hands gently squeezing, felt along the bones, causing Jake to winch.  He released the hand.  "Nothing seems broken.  We'll take a short break, then start again."  Jake groaned, clutching and rubbing his injured hand.
 
   Dominic led Jake over to the shade of the tree, having Jake sit down and drink some water. Dominic stood over him.  "So, what was that about, boy?  You lost concentration; I could see it in your eyes.  That is another sure way to die in combat."
 
   "You'll probably think I'm just being stupid, but I had a dream that I can't seem to shake."  Jake said, looking at the ground.
 
   "Look at me."  Dominic said, voice even.  Jake looked up, meeting Dominic's eyes.  "I have heard of people who dream things that come true, so I do not discount their power.  Tell me about it."
 
   Jake told Dominic about his dream.  Dominic listened, his face impassive, not saying anything until Jake finished.  He stood there for a moment, thinking, then said.  "You need to speak with Jonas about this; I'm a warrior, not a scholar.  It may be nothing, but then again, it could something important."
 
   He bent down to pick up the practice swords.  "We're done for the day, boy.  Go clean out the stalls and feed and water the horses.  After you are done, go to the Temple.  I'll send a runner to Norlan's to let them know that you will eat there.  I'll go see Jonas and make sure he is available for you."  With that, he strode off.
 
   Jake did not follow right away, but sat in the shade for a while, nursing his sore hand and thinking.  He finally stood, grabbed his sword and headed to the stables.  He threw himself into his work, trying to ignore the throbbing in his hand as he shoveled out the stalls and brought feed and water to Dontas and Shadow.  Once he finished, he headed out, passing by Armartas' office.  Armartas, occupied with a couple of soldiers in his office, saw Jake and gave him a quick wave, which Jake returned.
 
   The sun was low on the horizon when he entered the palace courtyards, weaving his way through the crowd as he headed to the Temple.  He was not really paying attention to his surroundings when a woman's silky voice called out.  "Jake, is that you?"
 
   Surprised to hear his name, he stopped and looked around.  Coming towards him from the direction of the palace was the princess Keria, surrounded by four armed Palace Guards and walking next to a young man in chainmail and a breastplate.  He was slightly taller than Jake, muscular with a handsome face that bordered on pretty, with dark curly hair, and brown eyes.  He was armed with a sword and had a shield strapped to his back.
 
   Jake felt tongue-tied and awkward as the princess approached.  Sweaty, with some straw still on his clothes, he felt completely unprepared to meet her.  He tried to subtlety sniff to make sure that he did not have any horse manure on him.  She seemed more beautiful than he remembered, her red hair catching the light of the setting sun, those bright green eyes shining and a welcoming smile on her face.  She stopped in front of him, still smiling.  Jake grinned foolishly back at her, captivated by her beauty.
 
   "The princess acknowledged you, stranger."  The young man growled at Jake, face unfriendly.  "A bow would be the proper response."  Jake turned to face him, meeting his eyes and returning the unfriendly look.
 
   "Enough, Marcus."  Keria chided the young man.  "Jake is a guest here, welcomed personally by my father.  He does not need to bow to me."  Marcus gave a short nod in acknowledgment, but kept staring at Jake.
 
   Keria turned back to Jake, smiling brightly.  "I almost did not recognize you, Jake.  I heard that you were training in arms with Lord Dominic."  Marcus gave a small start at Dominic's name.  "How is that going?"
 
   "So far, so good, Princess."  Jake replied, focusing on Keria and trying to ignore Marcus.  "It is hard, but I will probably survive.  Where I come from, I didn't need training like this."  Inwardly, he grimaced; he was sure he sounded like an idiot.
 
   "Please call me by my name.  I would very much like to hear more about where you come from, Jake."  Keria said, reaching out to take Jake's hand into hers.  Unfortunately, it was the injured one, but Jake stifled a groan, not wanting the contact to end.  He could smell her perfume as she stepped closer.  "I believe that you said you would come to the palace."
 
   Jake smiled at her, enjoying the feel of her hand in his.  "I would like that, Keria, but I'll need to coordinate that with Dominic or Jonas."
 
   "I will make sure that we can set that meeting, Jake."  The princess said warmly.
 
   One of the guards leaned in before she could say anything more.  "Princess, we need to continue."  He said respectfully.
 
   "Of course, Costuas."  The princess said, nodding.  She gave Jake another wide smile as she disengaged her hand.  "Until next time, Jake."
 
   "I look forward to it, Keria."  Jake replied, giving her a small bow.  Laughing lightly, she headed off with her guards surrounding her.
 
   Marcus stayed back from moment.  He came up to Jake, stopping only a foot or so away.  He glared at Jake, eyes hard and angry.  "Keria is mine, stranger."  He said quietly, his hand resting on his sword.  "I don't care who you are training with.  If you try to step between us, that decision will be bad for your health.  You would do well to remember that."  With that, he spun and strode off to catch up with the princess.
 
   Jake stood there for moment, stunned by the threat and shaking his head in disbelief at his luck with women.  Even on a completely different world, he still had to deal with a stupidly jealous boyfriend.  Throwing up his hands and suppressing the urge to yell random obscenities, he continued towards the Temple.
 
   When he arrived at the Temple, he was surprised to find Hailyn waiting for him near the main doors.  She greeted him with a smile, her large brown eyes warm, and came over to speak with him.  "Dominic is here.  I was asked by Master Jonas to wait for you.  He thought you may like to see a friendly face."
 
   Before Jake could reply, she glanced down, a frown forming on her face.  She reached over and gently took hold of Jake's injured hand.  Jake winced at the renewed pain, in spite of the light pressure of her grip.  "How did this happen?"  She asked, voice concerned.
 
   "During training with Dominic."  Jake replied, marveling at the softness and warmth of her small hand, despite the pain.  "I wasn't completely focused and got caught short."
 
   She muttered something under her breath that Jake missed.  Before he could ask her what she said, her eyes seemed to intensify their focus and the golden light of her power suddenly shown around her.  Jake felt its warmth fill his body and the heat that burst forth from his hands and forearms.  The pain disappeared from his hand and, as he watched, fascinated, the bruises faded from sight.  Her power winked out, the extra warmth and heat dissipating, leaving Jake feeling refreshed.  Smiling, Hailyn held onto his hand for a moment more as she looked at him, her eyes shining, then let go.
 
   "Master Jonas is waiting."  Hailyn said, with a little sigh.  "We should go."
 
   She turned and led him into the Temple.  As they made their way down the main hallway, another cleric came out of a side door.  He stopped when he saw Hailyn coming, clearly waiting for them to come to him.
 
   "Hailyn."  He said shortly, glancing at Jake and dismissing him.  He was an older man, with a pinched face and a slight frame.  His face seemed to have a sour expression etched into it permanently.  Jake was surprised, since all of the clerics he had met seemed to be pretty happy.  He did not think this man ever smiled.  "I need you to come to the healing room as soon as you are done."
 
   "Of course, Brother Kansic."  Hailyn replied with a little bow.  Without another word, Kansic turned on his heel and walked back the way he came.
 
   "What's his problem?"  Jake asked as they continued walking.
 
   "Who?"  Hailyn asked, a confused frown on her face.  When Jake pointed back the way they came, she smiled.  "You mean Brother Kansic?  That is how he is all the time."
 
   "He's a funny choice for a cleric, if he is always running around like that."  Jake said.  "He doesn't seem too friendly."
 
   "Brother Kansic appears a stern man, but he is actually a great teacher with the children."  Hailyn replied quietly, glancing around.  "He was selected for the clerics as a young man when the spark was detected.  He was excited by the prospect and being selected was a great honor for his family."  Her voice became even quieter.  "But after he began the training, it turned out that while he can call up a cleric's power, he can only wield a small amount.  He can barely heal minor injuries.  He was heartbroken by this and that hurt continues to this day.  However, once you get past his defensiveness, he is really a gentle man."
 
   They made their way to Jonas' quarters quickly.  Hailyn lightly knocked on the door, which opened after a few moments.  Jonas answered the door, a welcoming expression on his face when he saw Jake.  He looked over to Hailyn.  "Thank you, Hailyn.  Please excuse us.  I am sure you have some other duties to attend to this evening."  Hailyn gave him a small bow, giving Jake a wink as she turned and headed back towards the Temple.
 
   "Come in, Jake."  Jonas said, stepping aside to let him in.  Jake came into room and immediately saw Dominic standing next to the small fireplace.  Jonas directed him to the table, where his staff rested against the wall, and had him take a seat.  Jonas sat down next to him.  "Some food will be brought shortly, but Dom has mentioned your dream, so why don't you tell me about it in your own words."
 
   Jake told Jonas about the dream, the strong feelings it generated and the fact that it stuck with him throughout the day.  Jonas listened patiently, asking some questions as Jake went along.  He had Jake repeat the words the voice said to him several times.  After Jake finished, the room faded into silence as Jonas sat still for a couple of minutes, musing over what he heard. 
 
   The silence was interrupted by a short knock at the door.  Dominic opened it, admitting a novice carrying a tray of food and water.  After the novice placed the tray on the table and left, Dominic came over and took the last chair, pouring three cups of water.  Jonas took one and sipped it absently, his mind elsewhere.  Dominic indicated to Jake to take a plate and eat.
 
   "I see you let the girl heal you."  Dominic said quietly as Jake reached over for a plate, his hand bearing no bruises.  "You should keep the marks of failure.  It will remind you of what you did wrong."  He shook his head slightly.  "It is done; just don't forget the lesson."
 
   "Well, she kinda did it before I could say anything."  Jake said quickly.  As soon as he said it, he realized how lame that sounded.  "I'm not sure why you wouldn't heal something if you could, but I'll keep what you said in mind."  Dominic just shook his head again.
 
   "Don't let Dom make you feel you should do everything his way, Jake."  Jonas interjected, clearly ready to talk.  He took his plate, but did not eat.  He looked over at Dominic, a slight smile forming.  "Just because he is stubborn beyond belief about something does not mean it is the best way.  I tried toughing out his lessons myself, but I found that a good healing did wonders."  He tipped his cup at Dominic, who gave a slight nod back.
 
   "But we are not here to discuss Dom's stubbornness or ideas."  Jonas said, his voice turning serious.  "After hearing you describe the dream, I share Norlan and Dominic's concerns about the nature of it."  Jake was surprised to hear that Dominic was concerned.  "It is possible that it was simply a response to all of the stresses and experiences that you have faced in the last week.  However, those types of dreams generally fade quickly.  There seems to be a deeper meaning to this one.  I will have to give it some more thought."
 
   Jonas reached over to lay his hand on Jake's, his face calm, eyes warm.  "I don't want you to worry yourself, Jake; it was only a dream, after all.  The one thing that we agree is true about the dream is that Dom and I will fight to protect you from whatever may come."  Jake glanced over at Dominic, who gave a slight nod.  "You are as safe as one can be."
 
   He did not release Jake's hand, but reached over with his other hand for his staff.  "I want to test something, Jake.  Are you alright with that?  I assure you that it will not hurt you."  He waited until Jake nodded.  "Just relax."  Bright yellow light filled the room as Jonas embraced his power.  He closed his eyes, face taking on a look of concentration.
 
   Jake felt the now-familiar warmth fill his body.  He could feel his tension melt in that gentle heat.  Jonas sat still as a stone, not moving, his power slowly pulsing.  After another couple of moments, Jonas' power faded and he opened his eyes.  He released Jake's hand and sat back, taking a quick drink of his water.
 
   "I was curious about your description of the blue light that surrounded you in your dream."  Jonas said, his face calm again.  "What I just did was test you to see if you can wield the clerics' power."  Jake gave a start, eyes widening.
 
   Jonas quickly held up a hand.  "I did not detect the spark, Jake.  You will not need to apprentice here as well."  Jake was relieved to hear that.  Jonas picked up his fork and started eating.  "Thank you for indulging an old man's curiosity.  Let's eat before the food gets cold."
 
   After they finished eating, Jake sat talking with Jonas and Dominic for a little while, Jonas asking Jake some more questions about his home and getting caught up on how he was doing.  After a little while, between the warmth of the room and the food, as well as the comforting presence of his protectors, Jake felt himself getting sleepy.
 
   Dominic, of course, noticed and suggested that Jake should go back to Norlan's and get some rest.  Jake was surprised when Dominic said he would escort him there.
 
   After saying goodbye to Jonas, Jake and Dominic made their way to Norlan's.  Once they arrived, Dominic turned to Jake.  "Go get some rest, boy.  We'll need to make up for the lost time today."  Jake stifled a groan, wished Dominic a good night and turned to head to his room.
 
   Jake stopped when Dominic spoke again, his voice even and firm.  "I want you to know that what Jonas said was true.  I will do everything in my power to protect you from harm, even if it means my life."  With that, he turned and disappeared into the night.
 
   Jake stood there for several moments, stunned by Dominic's statement, then went straight to his room, not wanting to disturb Norlan or the family.  He found his new pair of boots waiting, as well as his sweats, cleaned and repaired, fine thread sewing up the tears.  He sat on his bed for a minute, just holding the sweats, enjoying their familiar feel.  With a sigh, he stood and put them under his other clothes, on top of his phone.  They were another reminder of home that he could not afford.
 
   After oiling his new boots and taking a quick shower, Jake climbed into bed.  He tossed for a while, then fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter16]Chapter Sixteen
 
   At the sound of Norlan's light knock on the doorframe, Jake came awake.  He returned Norlan's greeting and got out of bed, feeling surprisingly refreshed.  He splashed some water on his face and grabbed some new clothes out of his drawer.  As he dressed, he saw Cherise's drawing of him, in a wooden frame, hanging on the wall near the door, something he missed last night. He would have to say something to her this morning.  He quickly straightened up his room and headed to the house.
 
   As they ate, Jake told Cherise again how he liked her drawing and thanked her for hanging it on the wall.  Jake could see that she glowed from his praise, a wide smile on her face and her eyes sparkling.  She excitedly told him that she would make him another; something to go with the first.  She ate quickly, grabbed her drawing supplies and went to the table in the front room, the gentle scratching of her pencil reaching the kitchen as the others finished eating.  Madalin leaned over to Jake, her hand on his, and whispered.  "Thank you, Jake.  She seems to want your approval most of all."
 
   As they headed to the smithy, Norlan inquired about Jake's conversation with Jonas about his dream.  Jake described him what had happened and what Jonas told him.  Norlan seemed pleased that nothing came of it, though he did not say it, only nodding as Jake talked.  He was silent for a while, lost in some thought as they walked.
 
   After a while, he reached over to put a hand on Jake's shoulder, then spoke.  "As I said before, Jake, I'm a simple blacksmith.  I don't have the Jonas' power or Dominic's warrior skills.  But, like them, I will do everything I can to see you safe."  His honest admission and plain statement touched Jake, making him wonder again why these men would risk themselves for him.
 
   The morning went by quickly as Jake went about his duties around the smithy and sharing some conversation and laughter with Almos and Dern.  The two other boys were fascinated with Jake's training with Dominic, asking him to demonstrate what he had been taught.  When he told them about his encounter with the princess during a break, he was not sure they would believe him, but that seemed to only increase the awe they had for him and the pleasure that he would share it with them.  Jake was pleased by the reaction, glad to have some friends his age.
 
   By the time he was making his way to the training grounds, Jake was feeling pretty good about himself.  Keeping a hopeful eye out for another chance encounter with the princess, he kept his pace relaxed as he navigated the courtyard.  He took a path to get as close to palace as possible while staying in the general direction he needed to go.  He was a bit disappointed when he saw no signs of the princess.
 
   Once he reached the Military District, though, he increased his pace to a slow jog, unsure if he had wasted too much time.  Once he passed the guards at the gate, he sped up again, crossing the open training areas at a near run.  He was not sure exactly what would happen if he was late, but now familiar with Dominic's indifference to discomfort and pain, he did not relish finding out.
 
   Dominic was waiting for him, as usual, under the shade of the trees.  Jake slowed down, trying to catch his breath, as he walked towards Dominic.  Dominic cocked an eyebrow as he watched Jake approach, a slight smile on his face.  "Are you being chased by someone, boy?"  He asked sarcastically.
 
   "No."  Jake replied shortly, trying to breathe slow and steady.  "I lost track of time and didn't want to be late."
 
   "I'm glad you don't want to waste my time."  Dominic said, the smile fading.  "Look at it this way; at least you have warmed up for training.
 
   Only allowing enough time for Jake to catch his breath, Dominic did his inspection and set Jake to training.  The day went as the others had gone before, so shortly Jake was trying to ignore the bruises and pain that Dominic's practice sword was inflicting on his hands and forearms.  He resolved not to drop his sword this time, no matter what.  By the end of the training session, Jake's arms felt rubbery, swollen, tired and sore.
 
   When Dominic called a halt to the day's training and took the practice swords, Jake headed over to the post to retrieve his sword.  He was surprised to see Hailyn standing under the trees.  So caught up in trying to avoid Dominic's sword, Jake had not noticed her arriving.  He belted on his sword and headed over to see her, but Dominic was already next to her, speaking quietly.
 
   "The boy does not need healing, girl."  Jake heard Dominic growl as he got close.  "You can tell Jonas I said so."
 
   "That is a decision for Jake, not you, Dominic."  Hailyn replied, voice soft and steady.  She was one of only a handful of people that Jake had seen that did not seem to be intimidated by Dominic.  "Just because you forgo healing does not mean others should."
 
   "I'm not saying that he shouldn't be healed if there is something serious, but he needs to learn to endure and continue fighting even while wounded and in pain."  Dominic replied, his voice even, but tinged with a touch of anger.  "These minor training aches are nothing compared to what he may face outside these walls.  You saw how he was when he arrived.  That was but a taste of what our enemies will inflict."
 
   Hailyn did not seem moved by Dominic's reasoning, but Jake arrived before she could respond.  She turned to warmly greet him, a smile on her face.  She asked how he was feeling, her gaze taking in the new bruises.
 
   "Would you like me to heal that, Jake?"  Hailyn asked, pointing at his hands.
 
   Jake glanced over at Dominic, but he had simply folded his arms across his chest, clearly allowing Jake to make the decision, though stark disapproval shone in his eyes.  As much as he would have liked to get rid of the dull, throbbing pain in his hands, Jake decided that he wanted Dominic's approval more, especially after what Dominic said last night.
 
   "No, thank you, Hailyn."  Jake replied.  "I'm fine. It looks worse than it feels."  Hailyn gave him a look like she knew he was lying, but did not say anything.
 
   "I'm glad that is settled."  Dominic said, unfolding his arms.  He did not say anything, of course, but Jake thought he saw some approval in Dominic's face at his decision.
 
   Dominic motioned in the direction of the stables.  "Go take care of the horses, boy.  Tomorrow, we will have a short session and you will report to Armartas for horsemanship training.  Going forward, every third day will be the same."  He glanced over at Hailyn, his scarred face taking on a sly cast.  "If the girl really wants to be of assistance, she can help you muck the stalls."  Giving Hailyn a slight mocking bow, he turned and strode off towards the main training ground.
 
   "You don't have to act like him, even if you are his apprentice, Jake."  Hailyn said quietly, once Dominic was out of earshot.  Jake could see some concern for him in her face.  "Dominic is a warrior and has been on his own for many years.  Despite his close friendship with Jonas, I think he has forgotten how normal people act.  There is nothing wrong with being healed."  She looked over at Jake expectedly.
 
   "Thanks for the concern, Hailyn."  Jake said.  "I understand your point, but I really want to stay on Dominic's good side.  I can deal with a little discomfort to do that."
 
   Frowning, Hailyn muttered something under her breath.  Jake only caught the words "men" and "stubbornness".  Jake was afraid he had upset her, but when she spoke, she said.  "I will accept your judgment about that.  Just remember that asking for help is not weakness."  She gave him a smile.  "Let's go to the stables, Jake.  I would like to see your horse."  Her smile turned mischievous.  "If you are nice, I may even help you clean the stalls."
 
   As they made their way to the stables, walking at a relaxed pace, Hailyn asked Jake about his home.  Surprisingly, Jake did not feel reticent to discuss his family and friends.  He was sure talking about it would make him homesick, but sharing with Hailyn seemed to have the opposite effect.  She was an attentive listener and asked questions when she did not grasp something.  Her easy nature seemed to draw out his thoughts and he found himself sharing things that he did not intend.
 
   "I'm not sure I understand you."  Hailyn said, turning towards Jake with a confused look on her face as they walked.  They were getting close to the stables.  "You know that this Sabrina is seeing Donald, yet you won't step aside.  Do you normally try to interfere with others' relationships?  It seems especially unwise since it is clear that the girl Tina has taken an interest in you."
 
   "I wasn't trying to interfere."  Jake said defensively.  He could kick himself for bringing up his predicament with Sabrina.  He was caught up in his story and it had just slipped out.  "It was just that I didn't know she was seeing him when I asked her out.  But that is beside the point now.  The fact is that she's too good for him; he's always been an arrogant ass."
 
   "So, you seem determined to press your claim."  She gave a rueful shake of her head.  It was clear that she did not understand what he was trying to say.  "By the way, how do you know that this Sabrina even feels the same way about you?"  Jake gave a little start, remembering his father saying the same thing.  "Also, perhaps she sees something in Donald that you do not.  Have you thought of that?"
 
   "Well, whatever might have been between Sabrina and me is not really an issue anymore."  Jake said, trying to change the conversation.  "I'm here for who knows how long, so they may be married by the time I get back."  He paused for a second.  "If I get back."  He added, a little mournful.
 
   Hailyn reached over and laid a hand on his arm.  She tried to smile reassuringly.  "Try not to worry about that, Jake.  I'm confident that Master Jonas will find a way to get you home.  You must be patient.  Remember that you have friends here."
 
   Jake returned the smile, grateful for the encouragement and that the subject had changed.  "Enough about me.  Tell me about yourself.  Are you from the city?  How did you become a cleric?"  He asked.
 
   "I'm not from the city; my home is in the far south."  Hailyn responded.  "I grew up in a small village near the border with Morison, close to the Inland Sea.  My parents and sister still live there.  My father has a small trading shop, mostly dealing with fish and seafood, while my mother is a seamstress.  My little sister, Hanen, is almost eleven and still in school."
 
   "Do you see them often?"  Jake interrupted, a little surprised that Hailyn had no family here.  "I mean, do you get breaks from your training to go home?
 
   "I have only seen my family three times since I came to Sanduas, about four years ago."  Hailyn replied, voice surprisingly calm.  "The distance is great, a many days ride on horseback, so it is not practical to travel often.  My family came here after I completed my first year as an apprentice."  She had a sad smile, remembering.  "That was the hardest time for me.  I was a young girl and had never been away from my family before.  The clerics were understanding and kind, but I was at that age where I wanted to be able to talk to my mother about things.  After that, I went home for a week after my second year and my mother came to the city over a year ago when another family was traveling here."
 
   Jake felt a little ashamed when he compared his homesickness to Hailyn's emotional strength.  "You must think I'm a big baby, talking about how I miss my family, when I have only been away from them for a week."  He said.
 
   "Of course not, Jake."  Hailyn assured him.  "You are a stranger to this world, separated from your home.  My family and I write each other often and I know that I can go see them if I need to.  You have no way to communicate with your family.  I think you are being very brave, considering the situation."
 
   Hailyn's compliment took Jake by surprise.  He had never had anyone tell him that he was brave before.  He squared his shoulders back, trying to look more confident.  "I'm sorry I interrupted you.  You were talking about your training.  Why did you decide to become a cleric?"
 
   "'Decide' may not be the right word."  Hailyn replied.  "'Chosen' would be a better one.  I was around fourteen when a messenger came to our village, announcing that a group of clerics were coming to Altdantos, the largest town in the area.  They would be testing any who came to see if they had the spark to be a healing cleric.  I had not selected the type of apprenticeship I would apply for, so my parents took me to be tested."  She noticed the look of surprise on Jake's face.  "Remember, being able to become a healer is considered a great honor.  My parents saw it as an opportunity for me.  Obviously, the clerics detected the spark."  She gave a little sigh.  "The most difficult thing was that I was only given a day to gather my things and accompany them to Sanduas."
 
   She smiled.  "Still, I do not regret coming.  As I said, even though being away from my family has been hard, my trainers and mentors here have been very kind and understanding.  I have learned so much and I get great satisfaction with helping people."
 
   They had reached the stables and Jake led her to Dontas' stall.  The horse was already standing near the door.  Jake thought the horse recognized him, as it lowered its head towards him as he got close.  He reached over and patted its head while Hailyn came up and stroked its face, Dontas seemingly enjoying the attention.  Jake could see that Hailyn clearly loved animals.  While she continued to talk softly to the horse, Jake went over and got Dontas' bridle and reins.  He put them on and led him out of the stall, so he could clean it.  To his bemusement, Hailyn actually offered to help shovel out the stall.  Instead, he asked her to go get some fresh straw, then the hay and feed.  Between them, they made short work of it.
 
   After Dontas was cared for, they headed over to Shadow's stall.  The soldiers and trainees working in the stables nearby were amused, and a bit scandalized, to see Hailyn helping Jake do the dirty work of cleaning the stall.  It appeared that those menial tasks were not normally done by clerics.  Once they finished, they headed out of the stables and left the training grounds.
 
   "Thanks for the help, Hailyn."  Jake said, as they made their way to the palace courtyard.  "Maybe once I learn to ride, we can take Dontas out to see more of the countryside.  It would be nice to get outside of the city for a while."
 
   Hailyn looked over at him, a slight smile on her face, her eyes warm.  "I would like that, Jake."  She said simply.
 
   They walked in silence until they reached the courtyard.  There Hailyn said goodbye and declined Jake's offer to walk her back to the Temple.  "You have been training all day, Jake.  You don't need to add additional walking to it for me.  Go home and rest."  She reached over and gave his hand a quick squeeze, then headed off into the crowd.
 
   Jake lazily made his way back to Norlan's, strolling along slowly and easily, enjoying the hustle and bustle of the late afternoon crowd, feeling pretty content on how the day went, with the exception of his new bruises.  He was glad he was able to talk to Hailyn.  She was easy to get along with and had a kind personality. He found that it was nice to have her as a friend.  "All in all, not a bad day."  He thought to himself.
 
   He arrived back at the house, cleaned himself off and went inside for dinner.  He was in a good mood, joking and making conversation with the family.  By the time he helped with the dishes and bid everyone good night, darkness had descended over the city.  He went to his room, got his equipment organized for the next day, then crawled into bed and fell into a contented sleep.
 
   …
 
   The next day went by quickly as Jake went about his routine.  The morning flew by as he assisted Dern on a large project, getting to take some turns swinging the hammer at the hot metal under the watchful eye of Helman.  After hammering away for a while, Jake could see how Norlan got his huge arms.  It was tiring work, but Helman kept the sessions short, so Jake did not overtax himself.
 
   Dominic kept his promise about the short session, even though Jake felt that it was more intense and focused than any before.  Dominic seemed determined to milk every second out of the session.  His practice sword seemed to move faster than ever and Jake was hard-pressed to parry even half the attacks.  His arms and hands were throbbing when Dominic called a halt.  Despite the pain, Jake was pleased that he had not lost his sword once.
 
   Even with the short session, Hailyn was waiting under the tree when they finished.  Jake noticed for the first time that Dominic's saddlebags were next to the tree.  Her presence seemed to annoy Dominic, but he did not say anything to her about it, just slung his saddlebags over his shoulder.  Like yesterday, she asked Jake if he needed healing.  Jake declined, conscious of Dominic's eyes on him.  Hailyn gave a little smile and shrug and joined them as they walked to the stables.
 
   Dominic led them around to the front of the stables where Armartas' office was located.  When they arrived, Armartas was outside talking with a couple of soldiers.  Once they joined him, Armartas dismissed the soldiers and turned to greet them.
 
   "Dominic, Jake, Hailyn."  Armartas said, greeting them in turn.  "I'm especially glad to see you, Hailyn.  I was about to send to the Temple for a cleric.  We have a horse that came up lame during training.  Would you be willing to look at him?"
 
   "Of course, Captain."  Hailyn said, concern in her eyes.
 
   "I apologize for the delay, Dominic.  I will return as quickly as possible."  Armartas said to Dominic, gesturing towards Jake.
 
   "No apologies are needed, Armartas."  Dominic replied, making a small gesture with his hand.  "The boy can help me saddle Shadow while you attend to this.  He will meet you over at Dontas' stall."
 
   "Are you going outside the walls?"  Armartas asked.
 
   "Yes.  I thought to do a patrol to the southeast."  Dominic replied.  "I have been in the city too long and I need to exercise Shadow anyway."
 
   "So, you won't be back before the gates close?"  Armartas asked, even though it seemed more of a statement than a question.  "Can I ask your path in case you are needed?"
 
   "I will leave by the east gate and head to the foothills.  I will work my way south from there."  Dominic said.
 
   "I understand.  Safe journey, then."  Armartas said.  Jake thought he heard something more, something unspoken, in that statement, but did not know how to ask.  Hailyn and Armartas left to see to the injured horse, while Jake followed Dominic to Shadow's stable.
 
   "Do you want me to come with you?"  Jake asked impulsively.  "I can always practice my riding with you."
 
   Dominic turned his head at Jake's question.  "I'll be fine, boy."  He replied, sarcastically.  "I have managed on my own without a nursemaid for quite a while."
 
   As soon as he said it, Dominic saw the disappointment and embarrassment on Jake's face.  He said more gently.  "It was a kind offer.  The truth of it is that you are not yet ready.  Also, you cannot do better than Armartas to train you in riding."  He gave Jake a gentle slap on the back.  "Don't worry. There will be opportunities for you to accompany me once you have some more training under your belt."
 
   They finished the walk to Shadow's stall in silence.  With Jake helping, hauling out the armor sections as Dominic attached them to Shadow, they had Shadow armored and saddled quickly.  Jake noticed that Shadow seemed to become more animated, stomping his hooves, snorting and shaking his head, as the armor was put on.  He asked Dominic about it.
 
   "He has been trained to be aggressive in battle."  Dominic replied, as he continued to check the straps and cinches.  "He knows to stay calm in the stable, but once the armor goes on, he expects combat.  Also, he has not had much activity this last week.  He will calm again once I get him moving."
 
   Dominic locked up the tack room, gave everything one last check, then slung his saddlebags and swung into the saddle.  Shadow gave a couple of short chopping steps, anxious to move.
 
   Dominic looked down at Jake.  "I'll be back before our training session; I will see you then.  Learn well from Armartas, boy."  Giving Jake a quick nod, Dominic spurred Shadow down the hall and out the door.
 
   Jake made his way over to Dontas' stall, passing by some trainees stacking straw bales under the supervision of a soldier.  The trainees saw him and paused in their work, staring at him and whispering to each other, while the soldier gave him a respectful nod as he went by.  Jake returned the nod, though it was a little shock to him, as that was the first time that had happened.  The soldier, noticing the trainees' focus, shouted for them to return to work.
 
   He unlocked his tack room, retrieved the bridle and went over to Dontas.  He put the bridle on and led him out of the stall.  He began to brush Dontas, losing himself in the work, as he waited for Armartas.  He did not know how long he had been brushing when Armartas joined him.
 
   "Are you ready to start, Jake?"  Armartas asked as he came up.
 
   "Sure, Captain."  Jake replied, trying to be respectful.  He returned the brush to the rack room as Armartas patted Dontas.  He came back out, anxious to begin.
 
   "You can call me Armartas, Jake."  Armartas said, a smile on his face.  "You're not a soldier, so you do not need to use my rank."
 
   "Ok, Armartas."  Jake replied.
 
   "Let's get started."  Armartas said, clapping Jake on the shoulder.  "The first thing you should always do is check your horse, looking for any signs of injury or illness."  He led Jake around Dontas, pointing out areas to focus on, showing Jake how to feel along the knees and lift the hooves to inspect their condition.  He had Jake demonstrate back what he had just shown him.
 
   Once Dontas had been checked out, Armartas had Jake saddle the horse.  He did not assist, testing to see if Jake remembered the earlier lesson.  Once Jake had the saddle on, Armartas inspected the fit, explaining a couple of minor errors that Jake should correct.  Satisfied, he had Jake get on, showing him how to adjust the stirrups for a proper fit.  Having Jake remain in the saddle, Armartas took the reins and led Dontas outside to a training corral.
 
   Handing Jake the reins, Armartas told him to just sit there and get used to being on the back of the horse.  He left, limping back into the stables.  Jake shifted in the saddle, trying to get comfortable.  Dontas took a couple of steps when Jake moved, but did not start forward.  Jake stroked his neck and made some soothing sounds.  He felt a little thrill, feeling empowered as he sat on the back of his horse.
 
   Shortly, Armartas came out of the stables, riding a large brown horse.  He came over and instructed Jake on some basic commands, how to handle the reins and some tips on comfortable riding.  Once Jake demonstrated that he had the commands down, Armartas said.  "Let's start with a walk.  Get Dontas moving."
 
   For the next couple of hours, Jake rode around the corral, getting more comfortable as time went on.  Once Armartas was satisfied that Jake could handle his horse, he led them out of the corral and to the main training grounds.
 
   "Let's pick up the pace."  Armartas said.  "See how you feel at a gallop."  Jake tapped Dontas with his heels and the tan horse took off, hitting his stride quickly.  Armartas caught up and rode next to Jake, keeping a watchful eye on his technique.  Soon, they were having the horses taking short sprints at full speed.  Jake was having a great time, the wind rushing by as he leaned over the pommel as Dontas powered forward.
 
   Jake was a bit disappointed when Armartas called an end of the training and headed back to the stables.  They slowed the horses to a walk, letting them cool down.  As they made their way, Jake decided to ask about Dominic leaving for the night.
 
   "Armartas, this may sound strange, but there seemed to be something about Dominic heading east that you recognized.  Why did it matter which way he went?"  Jake asked.
 
   Armartas was quiet for a moment, as he thought about the question.  "How much do you know of Dominic's history?"  He asked quietly in reply.
 
   "Jonas had told me that he was a great warrior and commander of the Army and Royal Guards."  Jake said, recalling their conversation.  "He mentioned that Dominic gave up those titles years ago, but would not explain why.  He said that it was Dominic's story to tell, but he also told me not to ask him about it."
 
   "That is good advice and I would encourage you to follow it."  He seemed to hesitate for a moment.  "The reason I reacted is that Dominic's old home is to the east, near the foothills.  He hasn't been there in a while and plans to visit it on his patrol."
 
   They rode in silence, as Jake tried to figure out why that was important, until they reached the front doors and dismounted.  They led the horses into the stable.
 
   "I know that we will see each other every three days, Jake, but I encourage you to take Dontas out as often as you can."  Armartas said as he handed the reins of his horse to a trainee.  "You have access to the stables and your tack room anytime you want, so feel free to go for rides.  As with most things, the more you do it, the better you become.  Until next time."  He shook Jake's hand and headed to his office.
 
   Jake could feel a little tightness in his legs and groin from the riding, as he led Dontas back to his stall.  He hoped that would pass as he got better.  When he reached the stall, he found Hailyn waiting for him.  She helped him unsaddle and brush Dontas, as well as feed and water him.  As they worked, he asked Hailyn about the lame horse.
 
   "Oh, he will be fine."  Hailyn replied.  "It seemed to be a strain rather than something more serious.  I healed him, just to be sure."
 
   "You can heal animals as well?"  Jake asked, realizing after he asked that it sounded pretty stupid since she just said that she had.
 
   "Yes, Jake."  She replied.  "We actually come and spend time at the stables as part of our training.  People will also bring their pets to the Temple when they are hurt or sick.  We believe they are creatures of the One, the same as we are, so healing is provided."
 
   "That makes sense, I guess."  Jake said.
 
   Once Dontas was back in his stall, they headed out.  As they made their way out of the training grounds, Jake mentioned to Hailyn about what he had learned about Dominic's old home.
 
   "I don't get what the big deal is."  Jake said.  "Why is Dominic visiting his old house something that shouldn't be spoken about?"
 
   "What did Master Jonas tell you about Dominic?"  Hailyn asked cautiously.  As they weaved their way through the crowd to the courtyards, Jake told Hailyn about his conversation with Jonas the night he arrived.
 
   When he finished, Hailyn stepped closer, dropping her voice.  "Master Jonas must have his reasons for not sharing Dominic's complete story with you, Jake.  The most likely one is loyalty to his life-long friend; the story is not a happy one."  She placed a hand on his arm.  "I cannot say anything more than this: the reason we treat Dominic going to his old home with sensitivity is because his wife and son are buried there."
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter17]Chapter Seventeen
 
   "Dominic, can I ask you something?  It's a personal question."  Jake cautiously asked, looking up at Dominic.
 
   "I told you before you can ask me anything."  Dominic replied, standing in front of Jake with his arms crossed.
 
   Jake, sitting under the tree during a break in training, softly rubbing his hands and arms to alleviate the aches and pain, had been thinking of a way to ask this for the last two days.  Two nights ago, Hailyn had recommended that Jake be satisfied with the information he had; she had refused to tell him anything else.  When Jake pressed her on it, she'd simply told him that if it was that important to him, he should ask Dominic himself.
 
   However, when he met Dominic for the training session the day after he had learned about his family, the timing had not felt right.  When Jake asked how his trip went, Dominic simply told him "uneventful" and set him to training.  There had been an intensity to Dominic in the training session that had not been there before and Jake could tell that he was not in the mood for conversation.
 
   Jake took a deep breath before speaking.  "I've heard that you had a family.  First of all, I'm very sorry that they passed away, but why would no one tell me?"
 
   Dominic simply stared down at Jake, his scarred face unreadable, but his bright blue eyes seeming to shine.  As the seconds stretched on with Dominic standing there silent, Jake cursed himself for not listening to Hailyn.  He was sure he had just stepped into it.  Before he could say he was sorry, Dominic squatted down in front of Jake, bringing himself to eye level.
 
   "Where you come from, do people share other's life stories with strangers, boy?"  Dominic asked, voice even and calm.  "Jonas told me about your questions regarding me the night you arrived here.  He also told me he warned you not to ask me about it.  Since then, we have been training together and you have never asked me about it, so I assumed you were following Jonas' suggestion."
 
   "I wasn't sure how you would react."  Jake said quietly.  "I don't want to upset you or have you pissed off at me."
 
   "Well, now you know."  Dominic said, his face becoming hard, his voice tightening.  "I was once married and had a son."  His face hardened further, his scars twisting as the skin drew tight, giving him a frightening appearance, his eyes like chips of blue ice.  "The demons and their half-men took them from me."  He said, voice suddenly cold and hard, hands curling into fists.
 
   Jake hesitated for a moment, intimidated by Dominic's deadly passion.  Steeling his courage, he asked as gently as he could.  "Is that why you resigned your positions and hunt the half-men?"
 
   "Something like that, boy."  Dominic replied, standing.  He took a deep breath and blew it out, his face relaxing.  "If we have time to gossip like a couple of ladies at court, we should be training.  Get up."
 
   "Are you mad at me for asking about this?"  Jake asked as he stood.
 
   "No, boy."  Dominic said, moving back into their training area.  "There is no harm in being curious."  He turned to fix Jake with those hard eyes, pointing a finger at him.  "Just know when to press and when to back off."
 
   Jake spoke to Hailyn about it as they walked to the stables.  She had arrived towards the end of the training session, as usual.  He declined her offer of healing, as he and Dominic headed back to the shady area to retrieve their swords.  Dominic gave her a quick greeting, told Jake to care for the horses and left in the direction of the courtyards.
 
   "I'm glad you got your answers, Jake."  Hailyn said.  "It says something about you that Dominic chose to share with you."
 
   "I guess so."  Jake said, rubbing at his arms.  "I think from now on, though, I'll let him tell me about things as he feels comfortable.  For a couple of seconds there, I thought I had really crossed the line."  Hailyn gave him a smile and a reassuring pat on the arm.
 
   Jake, an idea forming in his head, went to Shadow's stall first, quickly cleaning it out and putting in food and water while Hailyn brushed down the horse.  Once they finished, they made their way to Dontas' stall.  Several of the trainees working in the stables greeted both Jake and Hailyn as they passed.
 
   Jake unlocked the tack room and went in to get the bridle.  Once he had Dontas out of his stall, Jake went back into the tack room. Hailyn gave Jake a curious look when he came out carrying his saddle.
 
   "Armartas said I should try to ride often if I want to get better."  Jake said, setting the saddle on Dontas.  "Do you want to ride with me?"
 
   "That would be nice, Jake, but are you sure you know enough to carry someone else?"  Hailyn asked, looking doubtful.
 
   Jake gave her a shrug and a smile as he first checked, then saddled Dontas and led him down the hall.  Once outside, he swung into the saddle, reached down and pulled Hailyn up behind him.  Once she was on, Jake booted Dontas and took him out to the training grounds.
 
   They rode for close to thirty minutes, talking while circling the training grounds, changing the pace between walking, galloping and a full run.  He was a little distracted by the fact that Hailyn's robe had pulled up as she sat behind him, revealing her booted calves and part of her smooth thighs.  He tried to push that out of his mind.  Jake found that he like riding, enjoying the power and speed as Dontas charged ahead, and especially liked the fact that Hailyn was with him.  After they let him cool down, they took Dontas back to his stable.  They brushed him down, put in feed and water, and locked up the gear.
 
   They made their way to the courtyard, moving at a leisurely pace.  They were making small talk when Jake was suddenly struck by the feeling that someone was watching him.  He was used to the occasional glances by now, but this felt different.  He glanced around, looking at the faces in the usual late afternoon crowd, trying to see anyone looking at him.  While he was scanning the crowd, he caught a glimpse of an older man with white hair staring at him.  Startled, he looked back in that direction, but the man was gone, swallowed by the crowd.  Jake stood looking around, trying to locate the man again.  There was something vaguely familiar about that man, but Jake could not pin down why.
 
   "What is it?"  Hailyn asked, noticing Jake's movements and looking around.
 
   "Nothing."  Jake replied.  "I just had a feeling that someone was watching me."  He shrugged his shoulders.  "It was probably just me imagining things."
 
   ...
 
   Martis ducked into a tavern, cursing himself for being that clumsy.  He had arrived at the city yesterday, having driven his team hard.  It had taken him the better part of the day to locate the boy, asking subtle questions, trying to make sure that no one remembered him asking, only to almost give it all away.  The boy saw him, he was sure, but he hoped that he did not recognize his face.  He shivered as he imagined what would happen to him if he was found out.  Of course, that paled in comparison to what he would experience if he failed his mission.  It was not something he wanted to think about.
 
   The tavern was packed, with the tables full of people eating, while the bar area only had a few open spots.  He maneuvered into one of the empty spots, squeezing between a couple of soldiers, and ordered some ale.  He took a large swallow to calm his nerves, taking a second to wipe the foam from his mustache, and looked around, studying the make-up of the crowd.  He noticed a soldier, an officer from his uniform, sitting alone at one of the tables along the back wall, an empty plate in front of him.  Martis made his way over to the table.
 
   "Hello, friend."  He said as he approached.  "May I share your table?  The place is full tonight."  The soldier nodded and gestured to the empty chair.
 
   "My name is Martis Natheris, a merchant by trade."  Martis said as he sat down.  "Can I buy you something to drink to thank you for your kindness?"
 
   "Thank you, but no, friend merchant."  The soldier said.  "I have to report to duty shortly."
 
   "The life of a soldier, duty at all hours."  Martis said, smiling at the soldier.  "May I have your name, friend?"
 
   "Captain Walten Stradford."  The soldier replied, extending his hand.
 
   "A pleasure to meet you, Captain."  Martis said, shaking the man's hand.  "What duty do you have that will keep you out at night?  A patrol, perhaps?  I have always thought that had to be an exciting life, riding out, looking for trouble."
 
   "No patrols for me.  I am the night commander for the West Gate."  Stradford said proudly.
 
   "A prestigious command; you ensure the safety of the city."  Martis said, effecting a look of awe.  He could not believe his luck.  "Such responsibility must weigh on someone so young."
 
   "It is a serious command, but it is not as extreme as you make it sound."  Stradford said modestly.
 
   "If you have time, I would like to hear about it."  Martis said as he signaled for a serving girl.  "My father would not let me join the army, preferring me to learn the merchant trade, but I had always wanted to be a soldier."
 
   As Stradford began talking, Martis smiled attentively while his mind was busy calculating his options, as he saw the opening needed to complete one of the tasks he was given.
 
   ...
 
   The days began to blur together as Jake threw himself into his training schedule.  As he grew more comfortable around the smithy, Norlan and Helman expanded his tasks, giving him small projects to complete.  Under Helman's, and sometimes Norlan's, close supervision, he joined Dern and Almos working on a forge, banging away at the hot metal, trying to shape it into a something useful.
 
   His training with Dominic remained intense, as he was pressed at every session.  He began to see and feel fewer bruises as he became better at defending against the attacks.  Once he was confident that Jake had his parries down, Dominic began to teach him attacks.  Jake never touched Dominic in their sparring, but Dominic seemed pleased with his progress.
 
   One day, Jake was surprised to see Dominic standing under the trees, as he always did, but this time he was bare-chested, his armor and sword next to the tree.  As Jake joined him, Dominic was wrapping some thick cloth around his hands, his muscles cording as he tightened the cloth.  Dominic gave a slight smile at Jake's confused look.
 
   "There may be times when you don't have your weapons handy."  Dominic said.  "You need to learn to use your hands and feet, as well as a sword, to defend yourself.  Take off your armor and sword and wrap up."  Dominic tossed him some strips of the heavy cloth.
 
   "Are you kidding?"  Jake asked in dismay.  He shook his head; Dominic overmatched him in every way.  "You'll kill me!"
 
   "Don't worry.  I've invested too much time just to kill you off, boy."  Dominic replied, smile fading as he adjusted his wraps.  "Let's go, we are wasting time."
 
   Once Jake was ready, Dominic showed him a variety of punches, kicks and grappling holds.  When Dominic was satisfied that Jake had them down, they began sparring.  Jake was trying his best, unsuccessfully for the most part, to defend himself against Dominic's attacks.  While he was not using his full strength, Dominic did not pull his punches.  Jake was soon feeling like a punching bag, as he had blood trickling from his lips and new bruises to his arms and body.
 
   During a short rest break, Jake noticed that Hailyn had arrived.  He felt a little self-conscious at first as he did not have his shirt on, but that was quickly forgotten when Dominic resumed their sparring.  Tired of defending, he tried to attack, throwing himself at Dominic, trying to get close enough to land a blow, but always having to retreat from Dominic's counters.
 
   Frustrated, he feinted once, backed off, then stepped in to throw a punch.  Unfortunately, Dominic had already began a counter and his fist crashed into Jake's nose, sending him tumbling back onto the ground, blood flying.
 
   Jake landed on his backside, his head ringing, pain radiating from his nose.  He howled in frustration, as much as in pain.  He glared up at Dominic.  "This is bullshit, you know!"
 
   Dominic knelt down, his hands holding Jake's head while his finger ran down Jake's nose, feeling for a break.  "In what way?"  He asked, calm and detached, unaffected by Jake's temper.  Jake gritted his teeth, growling softly as the light pressure made the pain worse.  Dominic pulled an extra cloth from his pants and pressed it against Jake's nose.
 
   "You're bigger and stronger than me.  I don't have a chance."  Jake said through his clenched teeth.
 
   "You expect to always face someone smaller and weaker than you?"  Dominic asked sardonically.  "Should I have the girl take my place, so you can feel you have a better chance?"  He had Jake hold the cloth, waved Hailyn over and stepped back.
 
   Hailyn rushed over to Jake, kneeling and taking his head into her hands.  He felt the warmth and heat of her healing, the heat growing intense at his nose as the pain faded.  Once it was over, he wiped the blood away, thanked Hailyn, standing and helping her up.
 
   Dominic was standing there, arms crossed as usual.  As soon as Jake was standing, he spoke.  "Boy, you need to understand that I'm not training you to get in fistfights with other boys.  I'm trying to teach you to defend your life.  Know that it is not always strength or size that determines who lives; it is who has the strongest will to survive.  You may have to fight on through pain and against tough odds.  If you give up because it is too hard, then you will be dead and the other person will walk away."
 
   "But how can I hope to win if I had to fight someone like you?"  Jake asked, somewhat plaintively.
 
   "You have to find a way; you don't have any other option."  Dominic replied simply.  "A smart fighter knows what he can do and adjusts his strategy to compensate for what he cannot."  He paused for a moment, thinking.  "Take Norlan, for example.  I may have some height and reach on him, but do you think I could out-muscle him if we got tangled up?"  He asked.
 
   "Maybe."  Jake responded.
 
   Dominic gave a short laugh.  "You give me too much credit, boy.  Norlan could probably crush us both with those arms.  If I had to fight him, I would do everything I could not to allow him to get a hold on me.  But let's say he did; knowing that I could not out-muscle him, what do I do?  Give up?"  Dominic face clearly showed what he thought of that.  "The answer is that I would do everything I could to get away or defeat him.  Biting, clawing, kicking, bashing him with a rock, whatever it takes.  Burn this into your brain: in combat, the winner is the one who is not dead."
 
   Dominic started to undo his wraps.  "We're done for the day."  He stated.  "Just think about what I said."
 
   After that first session, despite Jake's pleas to focus on his sword skills, Dominic insisted that they incorporate hand-to-hand training at least once or twice a week.  Jake would only groan each time he arrived at the training area to see Dominic wrapping up his hands, resigned to a painful afternoon.
 
   However, as word spread of their training sessions, they gained an audience beside Hailyn's regular presence.  Small groups of soldiers and trainees started to come over to observe, at first from a distance, gradually getting closer.  At first, Dominic tried to chase them off, but every day another group would show up.  After a lengthy discussion with their officers, he agreed to allow small groups to observe the second half of their training, provided they follow his instructions.
 
   Jake was actually pleased by the extra bodies since Dominic eventually decided to use them as part of the training.  Besides the training swords, he brought out sets of leather vambraces and some padded leather helmets with metal faceguards that extended to protect the throat.  He began to call the trainees over to spar with Jake to give him an opportunity to fight with others around his skill level.  Dominic kept a close eye on these contests, evaluating Jake after every session, while giving his observations to Jake's opponents as well.  Jake was pleased to find out that he was able to hold his own, actually winning more sessions than he lost.
 
   Jake's horsemanship also continued to improve.  Armartas, once he was satisfied that Jake was competent on horseback, began to train Jake on horseback fighting techniques.  Jake was introduced to additional weapons besides his sword, including the spear and mace.  The spear training turned out to be Jake's least favorite.  Trying to throw it while riding was tough enough, but when Armartas had him use it as a lance, he came out of the saddle on more than a few occasions, until he learned to release it correctly.  When he did not go out on patrol, Dominic would saddle Shadow and join these sessions.
 
   As often as he could, Jake would saddle Dontas and just ride for pleasure.  After talking with Armartas and Dominic, he was given permission to go into the city on these rides.  Luckily, Hailyn would often join him for these excursions.  He enjoyed having her along, both as a guide and a friend to talk to.  They began to explore areas of the city where he had never gone.
 
   One day, they rode into the Perfume Quarter where Jake quickly found out why it was called that.  With the various perfume and soap merchants and manufacturers, there was an overwhelming mix of floral, musky and earthy smells that filled the air.
 
   He and Hailyn went into a few shops, Jake thinking to get Madalin something to thank her for everything she has done for him.  With Hailyn's help, he bought a finely engraved bottle of perfume and had it wrapped up in a brightly colored box.  She assured him that it was a popular scent and Madalin would love it.
 
   When he gave it to Madalin after dinner that night, it turned out that Hailyn was right.  When Madalin opened the box and took out the bottle, Jake could see the surprise and delight in her eyes.
 
   "It's such a fine gift, Jake."  Madalin said, turning the bottle over in her hands.  "Thank you, but I'm not sure what I have done to deserve this."
 
   "Are you kidding me?!"  Jake exclaimed.  "You, along with Norlan and Cherise, have given me, a complete stranger, a place to stay, fed and clothed me and made me part of your family.  Barrels of that perfume couldn't begin to repay you for all of the kindness you have shown me."
 
   Madalin did not say anything, but Jake could see that she had tears in her eyes.  She simply came over to Jake and pulled him into a strong embrace.  Glancing over her shoulder, Jake could see Norlan looking at him; he gave Jake a smile and nod of his head as if to say "That was just the right thing to say."
 
   ...
 
   "Jake."
 
   Jake was so focused on his work project that he missed Norlan calling his name.  He was at the smithy, pounding away at the heated metal of what he hoped would eventually be a passable shovel head.  He really wanted to show Norlan that he had retained the lessons from the last several weeks.  He was trying to finish a section before he had to set it aside for lunch, while keeping even and steady strokes of his hammer, as Helman had instructed him.
 
   "BOY!"  Dominic's voice boomed out, startling Jake so much that he almost lost his grip on the hammer.
 
   Jake spun to see Dominic standing next to Norlan at the entrance to the yard, watching him.  Jake also noticed that all of the normal sounds of the smithy had faded away.  He could see that Almos and Dern had stopped working and were staring at awe at Dominic.  That was, of course, until Helman noticed and got them working again.
 
   Norlan waved at Jake, telling him to finish and come over; Dominic just stood there with his arms crossed.  Jake quickly set aside his project and put away his tools, then went over to where they were standing.
 
   "Change of plans today, boy."  Dominic said without preamble.  "Go get on your gear.  We will eat at the Temple.  Jonas wants to talk to you."
 
   Jake quickly changed out of his work equipment and put on his armor and sword.  He came back over to where the men were waiting.  He was a bit surprised to see Norlan go over to Helman and give him some coins for lunch and join Jake as he followed Dominic out of the gate.  Jake gave him a questioning look.
 
   "Apparently, Brother Jonas has asked that I come as well."  Norlan said, shrugging.
 
   When they reached the Temple, an apprentice met them and led them to Jonas' quarters.  Jonas had some food set out on the table when they arrived.
 
   "It is good to see you, Norlan."  Jonas said, shaking his hand in greeting while nodding at Jake.  "I apologize for taking you away from the smithy.  Please have something to eat."
 
   After they all had eaten, an apprentice took away the dishes and they sat down at the table to talk.
 
   "There are two things we need to speak about.  First, I wanted to let you know that I have heard back from Tomaris."  Jonas said, showing them a piece of parchment.  Jake perked up, hope shining in his eyes.  "He is intrigued by your story, but says that he does not know how you could have been brought here, Jake, or how to return you to your home."
 
   He noticed Jake's crestfallen look and reached over to grasp his arm.  "I'm sorry, Jake.  We all wished for better news, but don't lose hope.  Tomaris says that he would continue to research it.  As I mentioned before, he has the most extensive library I know of.  We will not rest until we get you home."
 
   "I know that you are doing what you can, Jonas."  Jake said sadly.  Jonas had been so confident in this Tomaris that Jake assumed that any answer would be positive.  His voice quivered slightly.  "I'm grateful to you all, but I don't think I will ever get home..."
 
   "Stop that moping, boy."  Dominic said sharply, his deep voice cutting Jake off.  "I understand your disappointment, but life is not fair nor does it always go as we plan.  You simply have to take things as they are, not how you want them.  The sooner you learn that, the more content you will be."  His voice softened slightly.  "Remember, you are not in this alone.  You have friends here; we will help you as we can."
 
   Jake, stung a bit by Dominic's tone, glared at him.  Dominic simply cocked an eyebrow and met Jake's gaze, waiting.  The seconds stretched out, as Jonas and Norlan sat silent, not wanting to interfere, before Jake took a deep breath and looked away.  As much as he hated to admit it, Dominic was right.
 
   "I understand that, Dominic."  He said quietly.  "I do appreciate your help."  He looked over at Jonas.  "You said we had two things to discuss?"
 
   Jonas cleared his throat.  "The other thing is more pleasant, but does present some problems."  He glanced at Dominic, who nodded.  "I received a message from the palace today, requesting your presence for a visit with the princess."
 
   Jake sat up at that, his mood improving as he recalled Keria's beauty.  "When am I supposed to go?"  He paused, as a thought came to him.  "Why would that be a problem?"  Jake asked.
 
   "You are requested to appear tomorrow morning.  That would mean that Norlan will need to release you from your duties with him."  Jonas said, looking over at Norlan.
 
   "That's not a problem, Jonas."  Norlan said as he smiled.  "Madalin is already on me to give Jake more time off."
 
   Jonas nodded, then continued, turning back to Jake.  "Jake, I said it presents some problems for a couple of reasons.  First, you are not familiar with palace protocol or, honestly, the palace intrigue.  An innocent remark could be seen as a promise or a threat, depending on who you are speaking to.  You will need to be extra cautious on what you say."
 
   "Secondly, while it is likely that the princess simply wants to talk to you about your tale, the fact remains that she is less free than any other to select her friends or direct her own life."  Jonas said, somewhat sadly.  "My concern is that she may be using you as part of some small rebellion against those restrictions.  Just be careful when you are with her, Jake."
 
   Jake nodded.  "I think I understand your concerns, Jonas.  I'll keep them in the back of my mind."
 
   "Then we are agreed?"  Jonas asked the others.  Norlan and Dominic nodded.
 
   "I'll come by Norlan's in the morning to take you over, boy."  Dominic said.  "Just listen to what Jonas is telling you.  He knows the court politics better than most."
 
   "I'll take Jake back to the house."  Norlan said, standing, gesturing for Jake to do the same.  "Madalin will make my life miserable if she does not get a chance to make sure he has the proper clothing if he's going to the palace."
 
   ...
 
   After parting ways with Helman and Dern, Almos was enjoying the late afternoon weather as he headed back to his aunt and uncle's house.  His relatives had been hosting him while he did his apprenticeship.  He was excited to tell his cousins about Dominic's visit today.  He still could not believe that Jake, who Almos now considered a friend, was the legendary warrior's apprentice.
 
   "Excuse me, lad."  A voice called out to him, interrupting his thoughts.  Almos stopped, looked around and found himself facing a thin, white-haired older man, dressed in fine clothes, with several pouches hanging from his belt.  A large fat man loomed behind him, a cudgel resting on his shoulder.
 
   "Can I help you?"  Almos asked politely.
 
   "It is possible."  The man said, a smile on his face.  "Are you the apprentice who also trains with Dominic?"
 
   "No, I'm not him."  Almos said, laughing.  "You want Jake.  Can I ask what you need; maybe I can help?"
 
   "You are a kind lad, but no."  The man said, patting Almos on the shoulder.  "I have something for Dominic, so I need the other boy.  Can I come by the smithy tomorrow afternoon to speak with him?"
 
   "He only works there in the mornings."  Almos replied quickly.  "He and Dominic practice at the training grounds in the afternoon."
 
   "Mornings are a tough time for me, since I do most of my business then.  I won't be able to get on the training grounds."  The man mused, rubbing his chin.  "Do you know where the boy stays, maybe I could stop by there to speak with him?"
 
   "He is staying with Master Norlan's family."  Almos said hesitantly, slightly confused by the point of the man's questions.  "They live up the street from the smithy."
 
   "Thank you, lad."  The man reached into a pouch and pulled out a gold coin.  "For your help.  I just ask that you keep this conversation to yourself."  He dropped it into Almos' hand.
 
   "If you wish."  Almos replied happily, staring at the gold and thinking about what he could buy.  This was turning into a great day.  He was still a bit confused, though.  "Why can't I tell anyone about you?"
 
   "I want it to be a surprise."  The older man said, smiling deeply.
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   Jake, standing near Norlan's chair in the front room, unconsciously ran his hands down the front of his silk doublet, a rich cobalt blue, making sure the buttons were properly connected for the fifth or sixth time.  He had been standing there watching out of the window for Dominic for the last twenty minutes, observing the morning traffic as it went by the house on a partly cloudy day.
 
   Norlan had been right about Madalin.  When they arrived home yesterday to tell her the news, she immediately said that Jake needed better clothes if he was going to the palace and, without giving him time to object, led him to a store that had men's clothing.  As Madalin and the store's owner, a friendly older woman named Jerica, brought out what seemed like a never-ending selection of clothing, Jake felt like an oversized doll as they had him to try on different garments as they discussed the best colors and styles.  Finally, they settled on a dark set of pants, a fancy white shirt and the doublet.  They both had gushed over how it brought out the blue in his eyes.
 
   He tried to endure it with patience and grace, just glad that Dominic was not there to see it.  Jake was at least able to get Madalin to allow him to pay for these clothes.  She suggested that he consider buying some shoes, but eventually agreed that his black boots would be fine, provided he clean and polish them.
 
   On the way back to the house, Madalin had insisted that they stop by a barbershop, so Jake could get a haircut and a proper shave.  He did not mind the haircut since his hair was getting a bit long, but he was a bit concerned about getting the shave, especially since he did not have much of a beard.  He tried to relax as the barber brought the straight razor to his neck, a chill running through him as the sharp blade touched his skin.  In the end, the barber was good at his craft and Jake left without even a nick.
 
   "Stop playing with it, Jake."  Madalin said, intruding on his thoughts, as she sat in her chair, reading a book.  "Do please sit down.  You are tiring me out just watching you stand there.  Dominic will get here when he gets here."
 
   She looked over at him, her eyes twinkling, a pleased smile on her face.  "You look very handsome."
 
   "Yeah, Jake, very handsome."  Cherise added with a giggle, looking up as she lay on the floor, working on a drawing.
 
   "Thanks."  Jake said, blushing slightly from the compliments as he sat down in Norlan's chair.
 
   Madalin returned to her book as Cherise continued to scratch away on her parchment.  Jake sat there, feeling both excited and nervous about going to see Keria.  He started to run possible conversations in his head, trying to work out his responses so he would not sound like an idiot, babbling on.
 
   Suddenly, he heard Maxis start barking and saw him run from the side of the house towards the front gate.  Jake stood up and saw Dominic entering the yard.  Maxis was running straight at him when Dominic simply stopped and looked at the dog, face calm and neutral.  Maxis came to an abrupt stop, then slowly approached Dominic, head low.  He crept up to Dominic's hand and stopped, waiting, tail tucked.  Dominic just looked at the dog for a couple of moments, then surprised Jake by reaching out and scratching Maxis' head for a second or two.  He then made a gesture and the dog happily took off back to the side yard.
 
   Jake went to the front door and opened it as Dominic reached the porch.  Dominic gave Jake an appraising look, eyebrow cocking up, taking in the fine clothes and haircut.
 
   "Very pretty, boy."  Dominic said, a light smile coming to his lips.  "I'm sure that princess will find you presentable this time.  You look like the other court dandies now."
 
   Jake flushed at the remark, but before he could retort, Madalin pushed by him to confront Dominic.  She stepped right up to him and poked him in the breastplate with her finger, eyes angry.
 
   "I picked out his clothes, if you must know, Dominic."  Madalin said with some heat.  "You are right.  I am sure the princess will find Jake the handsome young man that he is.  Just because you can't recognize it, don't take it out on him."
 
   "No offense was meant for your taste, Madalin."  Dominic replied, stepping back and giving her a slight bow.  Madalin face took on a concentrated look, apparently trying to decide if that was meant to be mocking.  "Those are fine clothes, fit for the palace."
 
   "However, he is still my apprentice, for lack of a better word."  Dominic looked over at Jake.  "Where is your sword?"
 
   "In my room."  Jake replied, confused.
 
   "Go get it."  Dominic said, gesturing towards Jake's room.  Jake hurried over and retrieved his swordbelt.  On a sudden impulse, he also grabbed his phone from the drawer.  When he returned, he saw that Madalin, standing there with her arms crossed across her chest, continued to look unhappily at Dominic, who was simply ignoring it.
 
   "You will wear your sword."  Dominic said.  "You are representing me in a way, boy, so you need to project the proper image."
 
   "But, I'm going to see the princess."  Jake said as he belted on his sword.  "Won't the guards take my sword away?"
 
   Dominic shook his head.  "Guests of the royal family may bear arms in the palace, even to a private audience with the king."  He fixed Jake with a hard look.  "Just don't go waving it about, showing off."
 
   "You know that Jake won't do such a thing."  Madalin interjected, her voice betraying her irritation.  Giving Dominic one more glare, she stepped over to Jake, a smile appearing on her face.  She reached up to take his face in her hands, warm and soft.  "I am certain that the princess will enjoy your visit, Jake.  Just be yourself."  She gave him a quick hug, then released him.
 
   "Let's go.  We shouldn't keep the princess waiting."  Dominic said, turning and heading towards the gate.  Jake gave Madalin a quick smile, then trotted to catch up with Dominic.
 
   "I applaud you, boy; you have definitely won over Madalin."  Dominic said, as they walked towards the palace, an amused look on his face.  "You would not know it now, but she used to be concerned about me, bringing food when I was in town, fussing over my injuries, always unfailingly nice and pleasant.  However, since you started training with me, it is like I sprouted fangs or been accused of some horrible crime."  He gave an amused shake of his head.
 
   As they made their way across the courtyard, passing through the crowds of people, the palace looming ahead, Jake was again struck by the uncomfortable feeling that someone was watching him, like the time before with Hailyn.  He stopped, looking about, slowly turning in a circle, hand drifting unconsciously towards his sword.  Other than the occasional glances directed at Dominic, he did not see anyone out of the ordinary.
 
   When Jake turned back, he saw Dominic also scanning the crowd, his body tense and seemingly coiled to strike, hand resting lightly on his swordhilt.  He had noticed Jake's movement and saw him looking about.  When Jake moved back next to him, he asked softly.  "What is it?"
 
   "Probably nothing, Dominic."  Jake replied, a little embarrassed to have caused Dominic to have this reaction.  "I had a sudden feeling that someone was watching me."  He tried to make light of it.  "It was probably just someone staring at you, the famous guy."
 
   Dominic relaxed as much as he ever did, hand coming off his sword, even though he continued to watch the crowd.  Jake expected some remark about jumping at shadows, but Dominic said instead.  "Don't be too quick to discount these feelings.  I have seen them give men just enough warning to save their lives."  He looked at Jake and asked.  "Is this the first time this has happened?"
 
   Jake shook his head.  "I felt it once before."  He proceeded to tell Dominic about the time with Hailyn.  He mentioned the older man he thought he saw looking at him, but that it was only a quick glance.  When he finished, Dominic did not say anything at first; he simply continued to walk towards the palace.
 
   "Let me know if this happens again.  I don't believe in coincident."  Dominic said quietly.  He turned his head to look at Jake, eyes serious.  "It may not be anything, but I think that you need to stay on guard when you are away from the house or smithy, heading to or coming from our training sessions.  I will start asking some questions around the city, to see if I can determine any threat."
 
   They continued on and reached the palace gates.  Dominic went to the guards on duty and spoke quietly with them; the guards stepped aside and let them through.  Dominic led Jake into the palace where they were met by a stooped old man, his wispy hair pure white, dressed in palace finery, carrying a polished cane.
 
   "Greetings, Lord Dominic."  The old man said, voice gravelly, and gave Dominic a sight bow.  "I am to take your charge to the princess."
 
   "Just Dominic, Lord Wendel."  Dominic replied, returning the bow.  "Here is the princess' guest; his name is Jake."
 
   Dominic turned to Jake.  "This is Lord Wendel, the Royal Chamberlain.  Don't be fooled by his grandfatherly appearance; he may be the most powerful man in the kingdom.  Not only does he have continuous access to the king, he knows all of the royal secrets."
 
   "You give a humble servant too much credit, Dominic."  Wendel said, chuckling.  "I must say that we have missed you at court."
 
   "I cannot say that I have missed court life, Wendel, but you were always kind and helpful to a foolish young man."  Dominic replied seriously.  Jake could see that the Dominic's sentiment was honestly held.
 
   "You honor me, Dominic."  Wendel said, giving Dominic another bow.  "I should take young Jake to the princess now.  Do not worry, Dominic, I will make sure he is cared for."
 
   "I just need a final word with my charge, then I will leave him in your capable hands, Wendel.  If you will excuse us?"  Dominic replied, indicating the need for some space.  Wendel gave Dominic a smile and shuffled several paces away, leaning on his cane.
 
   Dominic turned to Jake, leaning in close, face serious.  "Be careful, boy."  He said softly.  "Remember what Jonas told you; there may be other agendas here.  Don't commit to anything.  If you are directly asked to do something, simply tell that person that you need to discuss it with Jonas or myself first.  Understood?"  Jake nodded his assent.  "After your visit, go back to the house and change into suitable clothes for our training session this afternoon.  Just keep your eyes open and wits about you when you are alone."
 
   Dominic stepped back and said in a normal voice, for Wendel's benefit, Jake was sure.  "Be respectful to the princess; never forget that how you conduct yourself reflects on me.  Am I clear?"
 
   "Yes, Dominic."  Jake said, trying to sound chastised.
 
   "He is all yours, Wendel."  Dominic said as he turned and left the palace.
 
   "Come, young Jake."  Wendel said kindly.  "We should not keep the princess waiting."
 
   His cane tapping on the floor, Wendel led Jake down several marble-floor hallways, then up a flight of wide stone stairs with polished wooden rails.  The stairs ended at a large landing with several corridors leading off from it, with Royal Guards stationed at each entrance.  Wendel led Jake down the center corridor, nodding to the guards as they passed.  They came to open hall, with paintings and wall hangings lining the walls, sofas and chairs providing seating and windows at the ends that let in the outside light.  In the wall across from the corridor, a set of large wooden double-doors were closed.  Wendel went across to the doors and rapped on them with his cane.
 
   "Who is it?"  A female voice asked from the other side.
 
   "Lord Wendel, with the guest of the princess, a young man named Jake."  Wendel replied.
 
   One of the doors opened to reveal a young woman, dark haired and pretty, dressed in the livery of the palace.  She smiled and gave a quick curtsy to Wendel.  "Thank you for bringing him, Lord Wendel.  I will escort him to the princess from here."
 
   "It was a pleasure to meet you, Jake."  Lord Wendel said, patting Jake on the shoulder.  "I hope you enjoy your visit."  He gave the young woman a wink and headed back down the corridor.
 
   "Hello, Jake."  The young woman said with a nod of her head.  "I am Nataly, personal assistant to the princess.  Please follow me."  She gestured through the doors.
 
   Jake entered into a brightly painted room, with high ceilings and paintings and flowers decorating the room.  There were several other doorways along the walls, leading to other rooms, no doubt.  Across the room, opposite the doors Jake entered, was another set of ornately carved double-doors.  Nataly went over to those doors, lighting knocking on them.
 
   "Yes?"  Jake could hear Keria's muffled voice come through the doors.
 
   "Jake is here, Your Highness."  Nataly replied.
 
   The doors opened and Keria strode in from the other room.  Jake caught a glimpse of a large bed before Nataly closed the doors, flushing a bit when he realized that was Keria's bedroom.  That was quickly forgotten as Keria approached with a smile on her face.  She was dressed in a green silk dress that highlighted her beautiful eyes.  The dress was somewhat low-cut and it clung to her figure, emphasizing her body.  Jake was mesmerized and could not take his eyes off her.  He realized that he was staring at her bosom, tried to look away quickly, then flushed again when he saw that Keria noticed.  However, she did not look upset; her smile deepened.
 
   "Hello, Jake."  Keria said, stepping close and taking Jake's hand, her perfume filling his nose.  "I'm pleased that you were finally able to make it."
 
   "I'm glad as well, Keria."  Jake said, giving her a slight bow and trying to keep his eyes on her face.
 
   "Let's go out on the patio to talk."  Keria said, holding his hand and leading him towards one of the doors.  "The weather is nice today.  Nataly, please bring some punch."  Nataly nodded and hurried out one of the other doors.
 
   Keria led Jake out to a covered patio that looked out over the city.  There were several stone benches clustered together near the outer wall, allowing the occupants to talk while enjoying the view.  Keria chose one of the benches to sit on and pulled Jake down next to her.
 
   "Isn't this pleasant, Jake?"  She said with a smile, green eyes sparkling.
 
   "It is very nice, Keria."  Jake replied, losing himself in those eyes.  Her closeness made him a bit nervous, though.
 
   "Now that we have some time, why don't you tell me about yourself."  Keria said, as Nataly appeared with a silver tray with a large pitcher and two silver cups.  Nataly poured punch into the two cups, set them next to Keria and Jake, then departed at a little gesture from Keria.
 
   Taking a sip of the punch, Jake told Keria about how he came to this world and his journey from the Forest to Sanduas.  She patted his hand as he recalled his flight from the half-men.
 
   "You were very brave, Jake."  She said, giving his hand a squeeze.  "Not many have escaped from the half-men."
 
   He told of his rescue by Dominic and his trip here.  He stopped when he got to the palace.  "You know what happened then."  He said.  A thought came to him.  "Keria, why is it that your father and Dominic don't get along?"
 
   "Do you know about Dominic's past?"  Keria asked.
 
   "Some."  Jake replied.  "I know about his commands and that he had a wife and child."
 
   Keria nodded sadly.  "That is why there is tension between them.  I was very young when it happened, but my mother told me about it.  Dominic was Commander of the Army at the time and had led some forces out against a large group of half-men and demons in the hills south of the city.  During the fighting, word came that a small band had slipped past the army and was headed towards Dominic's home, where his wife and child were.  Fearing for their lives, he abandoned his command and rode to try to save them.  He got there too late; they had been killed.  When he returned to the city, he was wounded with that terrible scar."
 
   "Due to the nature of the incident and his long faithful service, my father would have forgiven him for that reckless act, but Dominic blamed my father for taking him away from his family.  They exchanged heated words in public, words that are not normally said to kings.  Only the intervention of my mother and Brother Jonas kept it from becoming worse.  Since then, there is no love lost between them."
 
   "That explains some things."  He said quietly.
 
   Keria suddenly giggled naughtily.  "My mother was always supportive of Dominic.  I think it was because she had chased after him when they were young, before she married my father."
 
   Glad that the conversation was moving to a happier subject, Jake asked.  "Is your mother away?  I have not seen the queen around."
 
   Keria's smile faded.  "No, Jake.  My mother died several years ago."  Keria replied sadly.
 
   "I'm so sorry, Keria."  Jake said quickly, aghast at his bringing up a painful subject.  "I didn't know."
 
   "That's ok, Jake.  I know."  Keria said, her smile returning and taking his hand.  "I think my mother would have liked you."  She paused, then asked.  "What about your parents, Jake?  Do you have any brothers and sisters?"
 
   He told her about his family and tried to explain aspects of his home, but decided it was easier to show her instead.  He pulled out his phone and powered it up.  He saw that the battery was getting really low; he would soon have no power left, but wanted to impress Keria.  He had her listen to some music, then went to his photos.  She scooted closer as he showed her pictures of his family and friends, her head almost touching his, distracting him with her closeness.
 
   "May I take your picture, Keria?"  He asked impulsively.  She nodded and he stood up and stepped back, getting her whole body into the frame, with the city as the background.  After he took it, he sat back down next to her and showed her.  She made a comment that it was not the most flattering image, but Jake assured her that she was beautiful.
 
   "That is very kind, Jake."  She said, affecting a demure look.  "You look very handsome today.  I like the way that the color of your doublet brings out the blue in your eyes."
 
   Jake blushed at the compliment, which brought a giggle from Keria.  She took his hand into hers again, looking into his eyes, waiting for him to say or do something.  When he did not move, she leaned in, mouth slightly parted.  Jake was sure she wanted him to kiss her.
 
   Suddenly sweating from nervousness, he hesitated.  When he finally started to move in to kiss her, the door suddenly opened and Nataly came running over.  "Princess, the King is coming!"  She panted, undoubtedly from running here.  Muttering a curse, Keria leapt up and hurried over to the bench facing Jake's, quickly smoothing her dress.  She gave Jake a look that said to go along.
 
   No more than a few seconds later, the king walked out onto the patio.  He came over to where they were sitting.  Jake followed Keria's example and rose, bowing to the king when he stopped.
 
   "Hello, Father."  Keria said, coming over and kissing him on the cheek.  "I was just having a most wonderful discussion with Jake."
 
   "I am glad to hear it, Keria."  The king replied with a slight smile for his daughter.  "I hate to shorten your fun, but I would like to talk with the young man myself."
 
   "Of course, Father."  Keria said.  She held out her hand towards Jake.  "We will have to do this again, Jake."
 
   Jake took her hand and bowed, lightly kissing the back of it.  "It was my pleasure, Princess.  I am always at your service."  He said, trying to sound formal for the king.
 
   "Come along, Jake."  The king said, heading back towards the door.  Jake traded a quick glance with Keria, who gave him a frustrated little smile and gestured for him to follow her father.  Jake settled in beside the king, keeping a half step back.
 
   "As a father, I am always glad to see my daughter happy, Jake."  The king said as they headed down the corridor to the stairs.  "As king, however, I have to think of more practical things.  Do you understand?"
 
   "I think so, Your Majesty."  Jake lied, confused.
 
   "Keria is the princess of the realm, Jake."  The king continued as he looked over at Jake, clearly indicating that he did not believe Jake understood.  "She will be queen someday and has obligations to the realm.  You may not know this, but her husband will be chosen for her, a husband in the best interests of the realm."  Jake did not know what to say, so they walked in silence until they reached the bottom of the stairs.
 
   The king sighed, then spoke.  "While I would like her to love that person, she will have to do what is required of her.  I cannot have her believing it will be any other way."  He stopped near a doorway in the hall and motioned for a guard to come over.
 
   "Everything I have heard about you indicates that you are a good and fine young man, Jake."  The king said.  "This is not a reflection on you.  However, I must ask you to stay away from my daughter.  I know her and I want to avoid either of you getting hurt."
 
   He turned to the guard.  "Please escort my daughter's guest to the courtyards."  He said as he kindly patted Jake on the shoulder and went through the door.
 
   Jake followed the guard in stunned silence.  He had never been told to stay away from anyone; it was most definitely an odd feeling.
 
   As he was crossing the palace grounds to the gates, he saw Marcus standing with a group of other young nobles.  When Marcus noticed Jake, he gave him a self-satisfied smile and a mocking wave.  Jake gritted his teeth in frustration, but did not say anything as the guard led him to the gates.
 
   He crossed the courtyard in a huff, thinking dark thoughts about Marcus, wishing he had a way to wipe the smirk off that asshole's face.  He moved fast, not paying attention to his surroundings, wrestling with his emotions.  As he walked off some of his tension, he could feel his anger level come down.  As he calmed down, his thoughts returned to Keria, especially remembering that dress.
 
   As he turned down an alley that he used as a shortcut, Jake was lost in his thoughts of what had happened at the palace.  He wished he had leaned in to kiss Keria, especially since the king was clear that he would never have the opportunity again.  He gave a huge sigh, regretting the missed chance.
 
   He had just a moment's warning, a sense that something was not right, when he heard the footsteps of someone rapidly approaching him from behind.  He turned just in time to see a masked man closing with him, a metal capped club in his hand, raised to strike.
 
   Jake dove, throwing himself to the side as the club whistled past.  Tucking his shoulder, he rolled over and came back to his feet, drawing his sword as he did.  His attacker was quick, already adjusting to Jake's position, club swinging again.  Jake was forced to leap away, ducking to avoid the club again, trying to keep his swordpoint towards the attacker as Dominic taught him.
 
   As his attacker came at him again, Jake stepped to the side, ducking as he swung his sword.  He felt a sudden tug as the blade made contact, hearing the man gasp.  This time, however, he was not fast enough to avoid the club as he felt sudden pain blossom as it clipped him on the side of his head.
 
   Jake's knees suddenly felt wobbly as he spun to face his opponent.  He was lightheaded and could feel warm blood flowing down his head, past his ear and onto his neck.  He forced himself to focus, trying to will steadiness back into his body.
 
   His attacker was a few feet away, clutching his side with his free hand, blood staining his hand and clothes.  He was more cautious now, watching Jake's sword as Jake struggled to keep it on him.  Jake drew in some deep breaths to settle his legs, as he tried to anticipate the next move.
 
   His attacker started to move to his side, club weaving, trying to get past Jake's sword, when sudden shouts came from the end of the alleyway.  His attacker looked past Jake, spat out a curse, and turned and ran, still clutching his side.  He made it to the main street, turning and disappearing from sight.
 
   Relieved, his body suddenly shaking from what just happened, Jake fell to his knees, bracing himself on his sword, the point pressing against the road.  He turned his head to see two soldiers running up to him, swords drawn.  They came up to him, asking what had happened, eyes roaming up and down the alley for any threats.
 
   Reassured by their presence, he told them that he was Dominic's apprentice and had been attacked.  Hearing Dominic's name, the soldiers quickly offered assistance.  They agreed that one would take him to the Temple while the other would find the area's watch captain to inform him about the attack.  They helped Jake back to his feet, allowing him to sheath his sword while the one taking him to the Temple threw Jake's arm over his shoulder to support him.
 
   Shortly, Jake found himself in the healing clinic at the Temple.  A middle-aged female cleric, who had a kind demeanor, smiling and reassuring Jake, attended to his wound.  After the healing, Jake was sitting on the bench, allowing an apprentice cleric to wipe away the blood, when Dominic came in, face stony, followed closely by Hailyn.
 
   "What happened, boy?"  Dominic demanded, grasping Jake's chin, looking closely at Jake's face.  Hailyn told the other apprentice to leave, pulled Dominic's hand from Jake and, sitting close, took over cleaning him up.
 
   Jake told him about the attack, having to repeat the events over and over again as Dominic asked questions, tried to get every little detail.  Despite his dispassionate questioning, Jake did see something like approval in Dominic's eyes when he mentioned wounding his attacker.
 
   "You survived; that is what is important."  Dominic said, after he finished his questions.  He stood there for a moment, hand gripping his sword.  "We need to work on your aggression, though.  You missed a couple opportunities to take the advantage."
 
   "That can wait, Dominic."  Hailyn said tartly, looking at him disapprovingly.  She continued to gently wipe away the remaining blood.  "Jake needs to get out of these soiled clothes and rest."
 
   Dominic looked down at her, an amused look in his eyes.  "Whatever you say, Sister."  He said mockingly, giving her a little bow.  Hailyn flushed at the remark, but did not answer.
 
   "I'm going to find Jonas."  Dominic stated, heading towards the door.  He called another apprentice over and sent her to get Norlan.  He turned back to Jake.  "We need to discuss this.  Wait here until I return."
 
   ...
 
   Captain Stradford stopped his horse near the edge of the woods, looking down at the meadow, a light green oasis in the wooded hills, the grass rich and thick as the sunlight danced across it, dappled in the shadows of the clouds passing above.  It was just as Martis had described it.
 
   Stradford had grown close to the man over the last several weeks, meeting him before and after duty.  He did not have many close friends, so it was nice to have a male confidant.  After Stradford had mentioned the tensions with his wife, Martis had suggested that a picnic away from the city may be what they needed.  He said he had passed through this meadow when he got turned around in the woods and it was a very peaceful place.
 
   He glanced over at his shoulder to watch his wife and young daughter ride up on their other horse.  His wife, a slender and pretty woman with long brown hair, seemed pleased by the choice, a happy smile on her face, her brown eyes sparkling.  His eight-year-old daughter, whom he felt took after his wife, was restless and fidgeting, clearly ready to get off the horse.
 
   Hopeful that the rest of the day would continue his wife's good mood, Stradford climbed off his horse, tying the reins to a nearby tree and went to help his daughter and wife down.  After securing their horse, he helped his wife set up the picnic blanket and lay out the meal while their daughter played nearby, laughing and running about.  Stradford ran out after her, playing and chasing her around until his wife called out that the food was ready.
 
   They slowly ate their meal, enjoying the beautiful day.  After finishing the meal,  Stradford sat listening to his daughter tell a story about her day in school while his wife smiled happily as she put the plates and utensils into a bag to take back to wash.  After their daughter said something that caused Stradford to laugh loudly, his wife glanced over at him, clearly glad that he was spending time with their daughter.  Stradford was watching her face, appreciating her beauty, feeling the tension fading between them, when he saw her look past him, eyes going wide with horror, a scream bursting from her throat.
 
   Stradford started to leap up when rough hands grabbed him, wrestling with him to pin his arms behind his back, tie them with a rope and pull him to his feet.  He saw several rough-looking men in dark leather pants and shirts, with rings of metal sewn in, armed with swords and daggers.  They all had that slightly crazed look in the eyes that he had always been told about: half-men!  They had him secured; his only weapon was his sword that was hanging uselessly from the saddle on his horse.
 
   They had seized his daughter and wife as well, their wails of terror ringing across the hills.  The man who had his daughter simply put his hand over her mouth to muffle her cries.  Another slapped his wife across the face to stop her.
 
   To Stradford's surprise, his wife lashed out with her leg, kicking the man in the groin.  He staggered back, holding himself and cursing, while the others laughed.
 
   "You shouldn't have done that."  The man rasped at Stradford's wife, as he recovered and drew his dagger.  "Now I will make you scream for real."  The man advanced on her, murder in his eyes.  "Hold her still."  The man told the others holding her.
 
   Stradford cried out, renewing his struggle against his captors, desperate to get free.  He was struck on the back of his head, causing him to collapse to his knees, helpless as the man brought the dagger up to his wife's face, the point next to her eye.
 
   Suddenly, a bolt of dark energy streaked past Stradford, its passing sounding as if the very air was ripping apart, coming from behind him, striking the man threatening his wife.  It blasted him away from her, surrounding him, consuming him in its dark fire.  The man screamed briefly, a cry full of agony, then collapsed into a smoldering heap.  The horses reared and cried out, struggling to get free of their restraints.
 
   "I told you idiots that they were not to be harmed.  If I have to explain that again, I will leave your corpses here for the crows."  A cold, inhuman voice said from behind Stradford.  The sound of it chilled him to the core.  "Bring them into the trees."
 
   Stradford was half-dragged and half-carried into the shade of the trees.  He was thrown to the ground, his wife pushed down next to him.  As he tried to rise, he heard that terrible voice say.  "Bring me the girl."  Stradford could hear the gibbering terror coming from his daughter.  He forced himself to get up to his knees.
 
   Standing a few feet away from him was a short figure in a cowled robe, the cowl thrown back to reveal its scaly face.  Stradford felt as if his insides had turned to water, terror rising up as his mind screamed "Demon!".
 
   The demon was holding his daughter with one of its clawed hands.  She looked at her father in terror, her wide eyes crying out for him to rescue her, wordless noises coming from her mouth.
 
   "You are the night commander of the West Gate, are you not?"  The demon asked Stradford, fixing him with those black eyes.
 
   "Y...y...es, I am."  Stradford replied, shuddering, his teeth chattering from fear.
 
   "Do you know of the boy that trains with the warrior Dominic?"
 
   "Only what everyone knows.  I have never met him."  Stradford replied, trying to fight down his terror.
 
   "We want that boy.  You will help us get him."  The demon said, eyes boring into Stradford's.
 
   "I don't know how I can."  Stradford stated.  His concern for his family overwhelmed him.  "I will make an attempt to capture him, if you let my family go."
 
   "I don't need you to capture him.  We will do that ourselves."  The demon replied, a cruel smile on its face.  "All I need you to do is let us into the city.  If you do that, I will make sure your family stays unharmed and are returned to you."
 
   "You are asking me to betray my people."  Stradford said bitterly, torn between his loyalty and his family.
 
   "We have no interest in your people."  The demon said.  "We only want the boy.  You will simply open the gate after dark so a small group can sneak in and take the boy.  Once we have him, I swear to you that we will leave your city in peace."
 
   "I'll need time to make this happen."  Stradford said, mind racing to think of a way out of this.
 
   "You have three days."  The demon said, gesturing for his bindings to be cut.  Stradford was hauled to his feet.  "Just remember that we have your family.  You do not want me to lift my protection of them."  It ran a claw gently across his daughter's throat, almost a caress.  "Do you understand?"
 
   Stradford could only nod.
 
   ...
 
   Martis threw his bucket of water on the paving stones in the alley, watching the water wash the evidence down into the sewer drain, while he heard Ranech, wheezing, squat and fasten the door to the secret compartment on the underside of the wagon.  He disliked doing physical labor, but sometimes he did not have a choice.  With a sigh, he headed back over to the water trough to get another bucket.
 
   He had sent Frader to meet with the demon's followers to see if his hard work paid off, along with a message about what he had learned from the other apprentice smith, as well as the boy's trip to the palace.  He had been a bit surprised by that, considering Dominic's well-know distaste for the royals.
 
   Nothes had told them about it when he returned, clutching the wound from his foolish attempt to take the boy.  Martis was furious that Nothes had disobeyed his order to only follow the boy and report on his movements.  Nothes had chafed at that restriction, constantly arguing that the rewards would be greater if they were the ones to deliver the boy.  Martis knew that to try and take the boy here in the city would only bring unwanted attention; he planned to be a supplier of information only, not a hunted man.
 
   Martis kept his anger hidden while dressing Nothes' wound, assuring him that he appreciated intuitive.  Knowing Frader's fondness for Nothes, Martis had waited a good thirty minutes to make sure he was gone before he helped Nothes into the alley, telling him that he was sending him into hiding, then watched as Ranech cut his throat.
 
   Martis still could not believe the idiot had come back here.  If he had simply gone to ground, sending Martis a message, he might still be alive.  Nothes had known that Martis did not want anything to connect him to the boy.
 
   Martis threw the water on remaining blood still on the ground, making sure that it carried to the drain.  Ranech finished securing the wagon, then climbed on, setting the wagon into motion.  Martis wiped his brow as he watched Ranech depart.  Ranech did have his uses; he would dispose of the body far from the city.
 
   Martis made sure all of the blood was gone, then went to sit in the shade of the doorway.  He found himself nodding off as he leaned back in the chair, visions of riches filling his mind.  Soon, he was snoring away.
 
   He came awake as the sound of hooves ringing on the stones got louder.  The light was low, so he estimated it was late afternoon, near sunset.  He stuck his head out to see Frader coming up the alley to where Martis was sitting.
 
   "Well?"  Martis asked.
 
   "They have the soldier's family."  Frader replied.  He pulled a message from his belt.  "I was told to give you this."  He said as he handed it to Martis.
 
   While Martis opened the message, Frader asked.  "Where are Nothes and Ranech?"
 
   While his fingers continued to work, Martis looked over at Frader and met his eyes.  Nothing was spoken, but Frader understood.  "I see" was all he said as he turned back to his horse.
 
   Martis looked down at the message.  He felt a chill surge through his body as he read it.  He called to Frader, telling him to gather their supplies and find him a horse.  They were leaving now, before the gates closed; they would find Ranech outside the city.  As Frader hurried to comply, Martis looked at the message again.
 
   Scrawled in an unusual angular script was a single sentence.  "We are coming for the boy."
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   Three days later, Jake was riding towards the North Gate, with Hailyn sitting behind him.  He was glad that the rain had finally stopped.  The clouds were still thick overhead, but Hailyn assured him that the rain was over.  It had been a warm summer rain, but it was rain nonetheless, which meant Jake had to work extra hard to keep his equipment clean and presentable.  It had begun the day after he was attacked.
 
   As they made their way up the street, Jake thought back to the day of his attack.  After Norlan arrived at the Temple, concern etching his face, he and his protectors had met to discuss what happened.  They had spoken with the watch commander, who arrived shortly after they gathered.  The soldiers had traced the blood trail to a sewer opening, but were unable to track it past that.  The commander believed that the attacker was a simple footpad, out to rob someone.  Jake had looked like a minor noble in his clothes, so maybe the man saw an easy mark.  Also, the commander noted, he was using a club; most robberies recently were by men with clubs.  Likely, that meant that he was not looking to kill Jake; otherwise, it would have been knives or swords.  The commander promised to have his men watch for any injured men in the usual seedy places.  Jake could tell that Dominic was not satisfied with that, but he thanked the commander anyway and sent him on his way.
 
   Jonas, Dominic and Norlan debated for some time about what they should do.  In the end, they agreed that Jake would continue his routine, but he should wear his armor and sword constantly from now on.  To be on the safe side, Norlan would walk with Jake to his training and Dominic would make sure he made it home.  He would not move about the city alone until they found out the reason for the attack.
 
   Dominic had initially resisted that idea, stating that Jake was almost a grown man and, staying in public places with a heightened awareness of his surroundings, should be able to avoid trouble or defend himself.  Jonas had rejected that suggestion, arguing that Jake could be deceived into a trap or it could be more than one attacker that he would face.  Norlan was sure that Madalin would accept nothing less than someone being with Jake while he traveled around the city until they knew it was safe.
 
   Madalin was beside herself when Norlan and Jake came back to the house, Jake's clothes covered in blood.  It took Norlan and Jake both to settle her down.  She was not happy that Jake would still continue his routine, but after Norlan spoke with her privately, she at least agreed to it.
 
   Norlan went to the shed and removed a large wooden maul, leaving it near the front door.  When Jake asked about it, Norlan said.  "I don't know swords or axes, but I have been swinging a hammer most of my life."
 
   Jake had gone to clean up, taking off his bloody clothes, when he removed his phone.  He realized that it was on, so he went to shut it down.  As the screen flashed on, he saw the date.  He was startled when he saw that it was his eighteenth birthday in a couple of days.  He had lost track of the time he had been here.
 
   When he mentioned his birthday in passing the next day, Madalin insisted they celebrate it.  She went out into the rain to gather supplies and prepared a fine meal for his birthday, inviting Jake's friends over.  Dominic, Jonas and Hailyn were there; Helman, Almos and Dern came as well.  They all gave him small gifts, with Hailyn promising to take him to listen to a singer the next evening at a theater near the North Gate.
 
   Dominic decided to release him from training the next day as a present.  "I want to go scout out some reports anyway."  Dominic had said with a smile.
 
   "Are you excited to hear some music, Jake?"  Hailyn asked, interrupting his thoughts, bringing him back to the present.
 
   "Yeah.  It should be fun."  Jake said, looking up and hoping she was right about the rain.
 
   …
 
   As his men were lighting torches next to the inside gate, Sergeant Jeffreys checked the lock on the West Gate after the two large outer doors banged shut, sealing off the city for the night.  Satisfied, he made his way back down the tunnel to the small guard room that was built into the city wall next to the gates.  As he exited the tunnel, he could hear the sounds of city nightlife developing across open courtyard.  He went into the guard room and headed for the duty officer desk to fill in the log.  Out of habit, he checked the wheels that opened and closed the gates as he went by.  They seemed to be in good condition and set in the locked position.
 
   As he completed his entries, he was grateful that this would be his last night shift.  His commanders had just approved his request to move to the day shift, starting after a week of leave to adjust his sleep patterns.  He was not happy that he would have leave his men to go over to the East Gate, but his wife was overjoyed with the idea of him being home every night.
 
   It had been hard on the marriage since he was promoted and had to work nights.  His wife worked during the day as a seamstress.  They only saw each other for a couple of hours each day, sharing the morning meal before she left for her work.  The strain had been growing for months now, so he hoped this transfer would allow them to recapture the joy they once had.
 
   He was lost in his thoughts when the door opened and Captain Stradford stepped into the guard room.  It took Jeffreys a moment to realize that he was there, then stood quickly and came to attention, saluting.
 
   "I'm sorry, sir.  I was distracted and did not hear you come in."  Jeffreys said.
 
   "At ease, Sergeant."  Stradford said, returning the salute.  "There is nothing to apologize for.  I'm sure you were just thinking happy thoughts about this being your last night here."
 
   "I was at that, sir."  Jeffreys replied.
 
   "Is your wife happy with the new assignment?"  Stradford asked.
 
   "She is, sir.  It has been a rough last several months with me working nights."  Jeffreys said, smiling.
 
   "I am glad to hear that, Sergeant.  I hate to lose you, but I know the importance of family."  Stradford said, face suddenly drawn.
 
   "Can I help you with something, sir?"  Jeffreys asked gently, noticing the look.
 
   "I need you to gather your men and head to the East Gate."  Stradford said, giving himself a little shake.  "There have been reports of the movement of an unknown force along the river and we are going to reinforce that gate."
 
   "Sir, that would leave this gate undefended!"  Jeffreys said sharply, shocked by the order.
 
   "I understand, Sergeant; I made the same argument, but those are the orders I was given."  Stradford said.  "I will stay here to seal the gate, if necessary.  Don't look so worried, Sergeant.  The outer gate is locked and the archers on the wall will buy us some time if something were to happen.  The current threat is at the East Gate."
 
   "I don't like it, sir.  Why can't the Royal Guards reinforce the guards at the East Gate?"
 
   "You know how this works, Sergeant.  Those on high give the orders without input from those of us who must implement it."  Stradford moved and sat down at the desk.  "Regardless of our feelings, you have your orders, Sergeant.  Gather your men and move to the East Gate."  He gave Jeffreys a salute.
 
   Jeffreys returned the salute and strode out of the guard room.  He did not like this at all, his gut telling him that something was wrong, but orders were orders.  He called to his men to gather their weapons and form up.  They looked at him, puzzled by the order, but soon were standing in ranks.  He told them of their new orders and started them marching away from the gate.
 
   …
 
   Stradford waited until Sergeant Jeffreys' platoon disappeared into the city, then climbed the stairs to the top of the wall.  He ordered archers to head down the wall to reinforce the North Gate, telling them to gather all of the archers as they went.  It was stupid, he told them, but those were the orders he was given.  It was probably just an exercise to test their response.  He would keep watch here.
 
   The archers left, not questioning the orders.  Once he was sure they were out of sight, Stradford grabbed a torch burning nearby and headed to the edge of the wall.  Sticking the torch through the archers gap, he waved it back and forth three times.  He turned and replaced the torch, then went down the stairs to the gate tunnel.  He walked to the outer gates and unlocked them, hands shaking.  Wiping the sweat running down his face, he exited the tunnel and entered the guard room.  He went to the large wheel that controlled the outer doors.  Usually turned by two soldiers, it took him a couple of minutes as he strained and struggled, but he was finally able to open a gap in the outer gates.  He hurried outside and waited at the end of the tunnel, as ordered.
 
   Down in the tunnel, the Imps and their half-men flowed through the open gate and into the city.  They stopped just inside the city wall, the demons looking around cautiously, assessing the situation.  One of the Imps came over to Stradford.
 
   "Well done, Captain."  It said, voice cold and emotionless, black eyes reflecting the nearby torches.  "You have proven to be a useful tool."
 
   "Where is my family?!"  Stradford demanded, hand grasping his sword, looking for them in the press of half-men.
 
   "They are here."  The Imp looked over at the half-men and called out.  "Bring them."
 
   There was movement in the crowd and Stradford caught sight of his wife and daughter.  "You said they would be returned to me unharmed!"  He screamed, yanking at his sword.
 
   "Did I?"  The Imp laughed, harsh and cruel, sharp teeth gleaming.  "And you believed me?"  Quick as lightning, its arm lashed out, claws slashing across Stradford's throat.  Stradford collapsed to the ground, his last sight that of his wife and daughter's abused and dead bodies being dumped next to him.
 
   The demon known as Rigil turned back to his brothers and quickly determined their course of action.  The eight demons had two hundred and fifty of their followers with them.  One of his brothers led two ten-man teams away to go down the side streets to make their way as quickly and quietly as possible and capture the boy unharmed.  Another brother took fifty men along the wall to capture the South Gate to open another avenue of retreat.
 
   He and his other brothers would take the rest up the main street to set up a blocking force to engage their most serious threat: the clerics.  By having the humans focus their attention on that force, his brother should be able to get out with the boy before they closed their avenues of retreat.
 
   After disabling the gate mechanisms to prevent the gates from being closed, Rigil and his brothers took their force up the main street.  As they moved, they released the half-men from any restraints.  They could kill whoever crossed their path, they told them laughingly.
 
   Before long, the screaming began.
 
   …
 
   Sergeant Jeffreys, his doubts still gnawing at him, had his men almost across the courtyards when he hear what sounded like a faint scream coming from behind him.
 
   "Halt!"  He cried out, his men responding to his command instantly.  He turned back towards the west, listening.  Almost immediately, he heard more screaming.  He suddenly felt tightness in his chest, knowing that he had been betrayed by Stradford, though he had no idea why.  He also saw flashes of yellow light reflecting off the lower clouds, pulsing against the darkness in the direction of the Temple.  That could only mean one thing - clerics were battling demons or their followers.
 
   "To arms!"  He called out, his men quickly securing their shields and drawing their swords.
 
   "At a run, forward!"  Jeffreys cried as he drew his own sword and raced his men towards the Temple, praying they were not too late.
 
   ...
 
   Dominic and Jonas were sitting at the table in Jonas' residence, sharing a small pitcher of wine, discussing Dominic's findings after eating a light meal.  Dominic had ridden up shortly before dark, after spending most of the day scouting.
 
   "There were some tracks, but with the rain, it was difficult to tell how long ago they were made."  Dominic said, taking a sip from his cup.  "I will head back out tomorrow to see if I can pick up any new trails."
 
   A distant scream carried into the room.  Dominic was immediately on his feet and heading for the door.  Jonas grabbed his staff and followed on his heels.  They paused in the garden, listening, sharing a quick look when another scream sounded from the other side of the Temple.  Dominic's sword was in his hand in a heartbeat and they took off at a run for the gate.  As Jonas ran next to Dominic, he saw the flash of a cleric's yellow fire reflecting off the street, followed by the sound of clashing magics.  He brought up his own might, his body and staff shining brightly with power.  They reached the street, Dominic slightly ahead, and turned towards the palace, to be greeted with a nightmare.
 
   Jonas could see a large group of half-men were battling a smaller group of clerics and apprentices, some already down, their blood darkening the ground.  Mixed in with half-men were several demons, their black fire wreaking havoc, striking anyone who got close.
 
   Near the Temple doors, Jonas saw Kansic standing in front of a group of children and their mothers, apparently caught up in this as they were leaving from an evening class.  The children were terrified, their pitiful wails wrenching at Jonas' heart.  Kansic was glowing with power, keeping the half-men nearest him at bay.
 
   As Jonas ran behind Dominic, he saw one of the demons engage Kansic, its black fire striking him.  Kansic cried out as the demon's power collided with his own, knocking him back, burning his skin.  He launched a desperate counter-strike, yellow fire lashing out at the demon.  The demon laughed as it blocked the attack and struck back.  The half-men started to move forward as Kansic fell back, body burning and face contorted in agony, but he was able to regain his feet.  Jonas knew instinctively that Kansic would not survive much longer.
 
   "Dom!"  Jonas cried, pointing towards Kansic.  Dominic saw the danger and sprinted ahead.
 
   He rushed headlong after Dominic towards Kansic, his fear for him and anger at the death around him stoking the power he was holding.  He shone like a fallen star, yellow fire pulsing, pushing away the darkness.
 
   Dominic reached the half-men first, barreling full speed into them, his sword flashing.  It was as if an explosion occurred as bodies flew as he cut his way into their ranks, half-men falling around him.  He was a whirlwind of death, made of hardened steel, unstoppable.
 
   Jonas lost sight of the demon as he drew closer, but sent his own might lashing out into the mass of half-men where he last saw it.  His power reduced the closest to ash, while knocking others away, bodies smoking.  He struck again, laying about him, desperate to save Kansic and his charges.  But it was already too late as another bolt of dark fire struck Kansic, overwhelming his defenses, and he fell, the pain on his face fading as death took him, body smoldering.
 
   Jonas had no time to mourn as the demon turned its power towards Dominic.  Jonas saw the demon's attack and released his own might to challenge it.  His power collided with the demon's, sunlight clashing with the night, bursting the air, shattering it.  He knew where the demon was now and he counter-attacked, a brilliant lance of yellow fire racing towards it.  The attack knocked it down, flesh crackling and steaming.  Jonas shrugged off the demon's return burst of dark magic, and hammered it again, this time his power tearing past its defenses and consuming it.  With a high pitched cry, the demon exploded into ash.
 
   Jonas attacked the half-men closing with Dominic, scattering them.  Dominic immediately charged into the opening, sword a blur as he found new targets.  Jonas risked exposing Dominic for a moment as he quickly got the women and children to move into the Temple.  He stood in front of the doors until they were inside, shining as bright as the noonday sun, forcing more power through his staff than he had ever wielded.
 
   Too late, the remaining demons realized that he was their greatest threat.  They ignored the rest of the battle, combined their power and sent a wave of dark fire streaking toward Jonas.
 
   Jonas met the attack, undaunted, but was forced back by its intensity.  He gritted his teeth and set himself to the fight of his life.  He struck back at the demons, his power racing across the distance.  The demons blocked it and fired back.  Streaks of darkness and light danced across the street as they fought.
 
   Suddenly, the Temple bells started to ring.  On the other side of the battle, Jonas could see a group of soldiers, shields and swords in hand, come running out of the night to fall on the demon forces' rear.  They began to cut into the half-men, distracting the demons for a moment.  Jonas took advantage, striking the nearest demon, overwhelming and destroying it.
 
   From the direction of the palace, Jonas heard horns blowing.  That meant that the Royal Guards were coming.  The demons heard it as well.
 
   Jonas heard one cry out in a cold, inhuman voice to the others.  "We must hold!  Nasran needs more time to capture the boy."
 
   Jonas felt himself go cold.  They were here for Jake!  Desperately, he sent his might into the demons and called out for Dominic, battling nearby.  Dominic heard him, disengaging from the half-men, Jonas sending his fire into them to give Dominic cover.
 
   Dominic ran up to him, bleeding from numerous minor wounds.  Jonas ignored the battle for a moment, grabbing Dominic's arm.  "They're after Jake, Dom."  Jonas said hurriedly.  "More of them were sent to find him."
 
   Dominic immediately sprinted off into the night, heading back towards the Temple.  As more clerics came out of the Temple, Jonas turned his attention back to the demons, surging forward into the fight, calling for his clerics to join him.  He saw a formation of Royal Guards enter the battle near the soldiers, the half-men being pushed back.
 
   Since Jonas was directing the clerics' attack, he heard rather than saw Dominic racing by on Shadow, the horse's hooves ringing against the stone.  Relieved by that sound, Jonas grimly gathered his clerics to rid the city of these demons.
 
   …
 
   Jake and Hailyn, sitting on Dontas' back, were moving at a slow walk back in the direction the Temple from the North Gate, talking quietly.  Jake had to admit that the singer was good, though it was not really his type of music.  However, it had been nice to spend that time with Hailyn, sitting close together in the little theater.
 
   As they were going past a tavern with a large group of people milling around the doors, one of the patrons noticed them and called out to Hailyn.  "Sister!  Will you please help us?"
 
   "What is the trouble?"  Hailyn asked.
 
   "Neven was acting the fool, drunk and telling everyone how good he was with knives, and went and stabbed himself in the hand."  The man told her.  Some of the others laughed at that, shaking their heads.
 
   "Jake, stop for a moment, please."  Hailyn said quietly.
 
   Jake halted Dontas and helped Hailyn down.  She made her way over to the group, who respectfully parted for her.  When they moved, Jake could see a young man sitting on the steps, in obvious pain, a thin dagger sticking through his hand, some cloth wrapped around it.  Hailyn made her way quickly to him, her power suddenly shining.  She removed the cloth, examining the hand.  She told one of Neven's friends to pull the dagger out, Neven crying out at the new pain, then Hailyn's healing took over.  Quickly, she was helping him up, chastising him to not drink so much and to be more careful.
 
   The crown parted again as Hailyn came back over, then took up teasing Neven, with some telling him they would buy him a drink.  Most of the crowd went back inside.
 
   Jake was reaching down to help Hailyn up when a brilliant flash of yellow light erupted in the distance.  They paused, startled by the display.  The other people in the street saw it as well and turned to stare, all conversation ceasing.  In the quiet of the night, they could hear the faint sounds of fighting and screaming coming from that direction.  The darkness was lit by more flashes of light, coming rapidly together, strobing in the night.
 
   "It's coming from the Temple."  Hailyn said, quiet and intense.  "That has to be clerics' magic causing the light.  We need to get there."  Her form suddenly shone with power, lighting the area around them.
 
   Jake nodded, but before they could move, a group of five half-men came barreling out of a side street.  They saw Hailyn's shining form and immediately started running up the street, slashing and striking the other people in the street still watching the display.  The crowds immediately fled, cries of fear echoing along the street.
 
   Hailyn reacted immediately, sending her power into the half-men, scattering and knocking them back.  They got back to their feet, their bodies smoking, and spread out, trying to limit Hailyn's effectiveness.
 
   Shocked for a moment by their sudden appearance, Jake shook of his inaction and dropped off Dontas' back.  He drew his sword and moved to defend Hailyn.
 
   "It is the boy."  One of the half-men said, a tall and burly man.  "He was reported to spend time with a girl cleric.  Kill her and take him."
 
   As they began to rush forward, Jake leapt in front of Hailyn, sword moving.  He engaged the closest half-man, meeting his attack, sword to sword, while Hailyn lashed out at the others, her power hurting them, driving them back.
 
   Jake tried to stay calm as he and his opponent traded blows, allowing his body to react as Dominic taught him.  Jake was able to nick the man's sword arm, but narrowly dodged a blow that almost took his hand.
 
   "You idiot!"  One of the half-men shouted, slapping Jake's opponent with the flat of his blade.  "We are supposed to take him alive, with limited harm."
 
   Jake fell back next to Hailyn, his sword swinging as he engaged the half-men who avoided Hailyn's blasts.  They were at a stalemate, the half-men having the greater numbers, but limited by their need to take Jake alive and unharmed, while Hailyn could not focus her power on one without exposing herself to the others.  The groups continued to trade blows, but neither side could take advantage.
 
   Jake was desperately trying to figure out how they were going to get out of this when out of the dark, like an avenging angel, Dominic appeared on Shadow, riding hard.  He did not slow down as he charged Shadow into the group of half-men, the impact sending them tumbling away, while he swung his sword, dropping one of the half-men with a blow to the head.  Shadow lashed out with his hind legs, his steel-shod hooves flinging another half-man away.  Even as Shadow tore through the group, Dominic leapt from his back, sword moving.  The half-men struggled to gain their feet and regroup, but Dominic was on them before they could succeed, and that quickly, the fight was over.
 
   Dominic ran over to Jake and Hailyn, his face and body streaked with blood.  Hailyn noticed that some of it was from wounds and she reached out to Dominic, her power shining, but he pushed her away.  "Leave over, girl.  None are serious."  He growled.
 
   He turned to Jake.  "They are here for you, boy."  Dominic stated, voice calm and manner matter-of-fact.  "You and the girl get on your horse.  We will ride straight to the Temple.  That will be the safest place for now."  He started to move towards Shadow when he suddenly whirled around.  At the same time, Jake felt as if an icy hand had seized his heart, freezing his blood, and heard Hailyn gasp.
 
   Out of the side street, a short figure stepped into the main road, its form seeming darker than the night.  Jake instinctively knew that this was a demon, even before he saw the torchlight faintly reflecting off its black eyes and sharp teeth.
 
   Without hesitating, Dominic moved towards it, sword held ready.  The demon smiled at that, raising a fist and a blast of inky darkness shot towards Dominic.  Dominic dove out of the way, rolling back to his feet, the bolt crashing harmlessly into the side of a building.
 
   The demon, its dark power like a sheath around its body, was bringing its fist around to strike again when Hailyn reacted, her magic slamming into it, sending it reeling back, its form steaming.  Before it could set itself, Hailyn struck again, her face set, knocking it over.  It came up to its feet, launched its power back at Hailyn.  She was able to deflect it, the powers colliding, sizzling and crackling the air.
 
   Before it could react, Dominic was there, swinging his sword with both hands.  His blow severed the demon's head, its body dropping to the ground.  Hailyn set a blast into the body and head, turning it into ash.
 
   Dominic quickly wiped his blade on one of the fallen half-men and ran over to leap onto Shadow's back.  "Well fought, girl."  He said to Hailyn.  He gestured at Dontas.  "Get on your horse now, boy.  Move!"
 
   Jake ran over to Dontas, got into the saddle and pulled Hailyn up behind him.  They rode past the fallen half-men, then past on-lookers as the horses got up to a gallop.  As they rode towards the Temple, a woman's scream sounded down a side street, a cry of horror and pain.  Dominic hesitated for a moment, then looked at Jake.  "Go straight to the Temple.  Do not stop for anyone or anything.  Jonas will protect you until I return."  With that, he turned Shadow and rode down the side street, headed towards the scream.
 
   The Temple grew closer as they sped along the street when Jake was struck by a terrible thought.  He pulled on the reins, bringing Dontas to a halt.
 
   "Hailyn, if they are here for me, they may know that I'm staying with Norlan."  Jake said over his shoulder to Hailyn.  "I have to go check on them!"
 
   Hailyn hesitated for a moment, doubt on her face, then said.  "If we are going to do it, let's do it quickly."
 
   Jake turned Dontas towards home and booted him into a run.  They flew past homes and buildings, ignoring the shouted questions from concerned bystanders as they rode past.  Jake could only think of the family, praying they were ok.
 
   There were some people gathered at Norlan's as they pulled up, Jake sawing at the reins to stop Dontas.  Jake leapt off of the horse, pushing past the people he recognized as neighbors, Hailyn right behind him.  When they reach the gate, they were greeted with a scene of horror.
 
   Five half-men bodies lay on the yard, some with gaping wounds and others looking crushed.  Jake saw Maxis sprawled across top of one of them, his jaws bloody and a dagger sticking out of his side.  On the porch, Norlan was lying on the ground, head cradled in Madalin's lap, his clothes rent and bloody, face pale, while a neighbor held a cloth on a large stomach wound.  Next to him was the large maul he had brought out days earlier.  Madalin, tears flowing and a lost look on her face, absently stroked his face, ignoring the large gash on her forehead.
 
   Hailyn rushed over to them, her power at the ready.  She reached Norlan and took his head into her hands, concentrating.  Her power brightened as she started healing.  Norlan tensed and groaned briefly as Jake saw the wounds seal shut, then relaxed.  Hailyn continued to hold his head for another moment, her power still shining.  Satisfied, she let go and reached over to Madalin.
 
   "What happened?"  Jake asked, his heart breaking as he surveyed the damage done.
 
   "Cherise was out front with the dog when I heard him barking."  Norlan replied, his voice drawn.  "I had never heard that kind of barking from him, then I heard Cherise scream.  I grabbed the maul and went outside.  Maxis had already savaged one of them and was attacking another, when I saw that they had Cherise."  His voice broke, as a sob escaped him.  He gestured towards the bodies with crushing injuries.  "I did what I could."  Madalin began weeping.
 
   Stunned, Jake could only stand there until he heard a soft whine come from Maxis.  He rushed over to the dog, having thought he was dead.  Maxis raised his head slightly as Jake stroked him, another soft whine coming from him.  "Hailyn!"  Jake shouted.  "Maxis is still alive!"
 
   Hailyn was there in an instant.  She laid her hands on Maxis, surveying the damage.  "Jake, when I tell you to, I want you to remove the dagger.  Try and pull it out straight."  Hailyn told him.  Her power began to flow into the dog.  "Now, Jake."
 
   Using both hands, Jake pulled the dagger out quickly, Maxis shifting in pain.  Hailyn's power flared and Jake watched as the wound sealed.  Once Hailyn was finished and stepped back, Maxis shook his head, then surged to his feet, standing on unsteady legs.  Jake felt a rush of relief at the sight.
 
   "They were looking for you, Jake."  Norlan's voice said quietly.  Jake turned back to the porch.  Norlan had shifted into a sitting position.  "I heard them talking about you.  They sent one of their men to check your room."
 
   Jake glanced around, realizing something in the chaos.  "Where is Cherise?"
 
   Norlan's face fell, tears coming to his eyes.  Madalin threw her head back and wailed, her voice sounding as if her very soul was being torn apart.  "They took her!!"
 
   Jake felt as if a hammer had been taken to his heart.  His mind seemed to go blank as he turned and ran to Dontas.  "Which way did they go?!"  He shouted as he leapt into the saddle.
 
   "Jake, no!!"  He heard Hailyn and Madalin cry out together, Hailyn running to reach him.
 
   "Which way?!"  He demanded again.  One of the neighbors pointed towards the south.  Jake booted Dontas and took off after them, the thought of Cherise in the half-men's hands chilling him to the core when he recalled his treatment.
 
   He was able to follow their trail fairly easily.  The half-men were desperate to get away and did not let anything stand in their way.  There were groups of people along the way helping the injured or taking care of the dead.  He came across a wagon team, the horses missing and the driver dead in the seat.  That meant that they were probably on horseback now.  Based on the path they were taking, Jake surmised that they were heading for the South Gate.  Deciding to risk losing the trail for the opportunity to get ahead of them, Jake leaned over Dontas' neck and ran him straight for the South Gate.
 
   When he arrived, he stopped as the courtyard near the gate was in chaos.  Jake saw several clerics battling a demon, their power crackling the air while groups of soldiers and cavalry were fighting with a large group of half-men, the few archers on the wall raining arrows down at the demon and half-men.  The gates themselves were open.
 
   "Jake!"  Jake looked to his right as Armartas rode up, a bloody sword in his hand.  "You shouldn't be here.  You are not ready for this yet."
 
   "Some half-men took Cherise, Armartas."  Jake replied.  "They were on horseback and headed here.  I have to get her back!"
 
   "A small group rode through minutes ago and headed straight out the gate.  The half-men here damaged the doors so we cannot shut them."  Armartas said, attention still focused on the battle.  "We feathered two of them on the other side, but at least three got away."  He turned and reached over to grasp Jake's arm, a look of sorrow in his eyes.  "There is nothing you can do about it now, Jake.  I cannot spare the men until I am sure we have cleared the city.  I am sorry."
 
   "Thank you for everything, Armartas."  Jake said quietly, then booted Dontas ahead, racing through the gate, Armartas' cry to stop falling behind.
 
   As they came out of the gate and Dontas powered down the road, Jake saw the two half-men lying on the ground, each with multiple arrows piercing their bodies.  He saw no trace of Cherise, so he rode on.
 
   The clouds that had been covering the area began to thin out and moonlight began to reach the ground.  Jake could see fresh hoofprints in the damp dirt, so he followed them, losing them every now and again as the clouds blocked the moonlight.
 
   He had ridden for several miles when the moonlight shone again and he saw a dark line stretching across the grass that covered the area, heading towards the wooded hills.  Jake stopped where the line met the road.  He saw that the hoofprints ended there and the dark line was the path of trampled grass.  Thinking there could be no other explanation, Jake turned Dontas and followed the trail.
 
   When he reached the woods, he found that the trees were tightly packed.  He did not see how he could ride into those woods in the dark.  He slid off Dontas' back and looked around.  In the pale moonlight, he found the tracks of several horses and clear boot prints as well; the half-men must have led the horses into the woods.  Tying Dontas' reins to a nearby tree, Jake took off on foot, hoping to overtake them since they would have to go slower when leading the horses.
 
   Jake tried to keep the tracks in sight, but the trees were blocking the moonlight.  He would have to stop and kneel from time to time to locate the tracks.  He continued on, his only thought of saving Cherise.
 
   After several minutes of this, he stopped again to look when he heard the soft whinny of a horse.  When it sounded again, he immediately set off in the direction he heard it come from.  Soon, he could hear the muffled voices of several men and saw a faint orange light ahead.  He drew his sword and continued on, trying to avoid making any loud noises.  As he slowly climbed up a small rise, he could tell what he wanted was on the other side.  He heard the rough voices of the men and could just make out the sounds of a girl crying.  Jake came up behind a tree and glanced cautiously around it.
 
   In the hollow beyond the rise, next to a small stream, Jake saw three half-men, their backs to him, silhouetted in the light of a couple of torches, facing Cherise.  Cherise was battered and bloody, her face showing the signs of the abuse she had endured.
 
   "We may as well have some fun."  The one closest to her said, as he slapped her hard, causing her to fall to the ground.  He knelt and grabbed her dress, ripping at it while the others laughed.
 
   Jake's mind went flat.  He was moving before he realized it, charging down towards the men.  They heard his approach, reaching for weapons as they turned to meet him.  The nearest half-man spun around, only to take Jake's sword in the throat.  He went down in a heap.
 
   Jake slid around the man, using his forward motion to carry him past.  Facing the next man, his hand on his sword, Jake drove his sword point down, sliding the blade along the man's wrist, preventing him from drawing his sword.  Jake continued the motion, his sword stabbing into the man's thigh.  The man cried out as Jake wrenched his sword free and, like Dominic did with Matus, used his momentum to spin around, his sword striking the back of the man's neck.  The man collapsed as if his strings were cut, his cry dying.
 
   As Jake moved towards the last man, who was just getting to his feet, the man threw a dagger at him.  Jake tried to twist away, but he could not avoid the dagger.  Fortunately, it bounced harmlessly off of his breastplate.  
 
   Jake's momentary pause was enough for the man to move away and draw his sword, then come at him.  Jake put himself between the man and Cherise, determined to protect her.
 
   "You were stupid to come here, boy."  The man said, sword moving back and forth.  "You will die for that foolish girl and I will still have her."  The man laughed as he suddenly surged forward, sword seeking Jake.
 
   Jake was able to deflect the sword, but missed the man's backstroke and felt the sword slice across his arm, pain radiating from the wound.  His mind shook as he realized that this man was a better swordsman.  Jake desperately tried to defend, but the man continued to nick and wound him.  
 
   Soon, Jake had cuts bleeding from his arms and legs.  He could feel himself slowing.  The man, a fixed grin on his face, was toying with him.  Once he tired of it, Jake would die and Cherise would be all alone.
 
   At that thought, Jake's felt his anger and frustration well up.  He had to find a way to save Cherise!  He would not let this man have her!
 
   As his passion reached its peak, he suddenly felt as if his heart was on fire and a tingling sensation spread over his body.  He saw the half-man's eyes go wide a moment before everything exploded in a brilliant flash of bright light, then suddenly went black.
 
    
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter20]Chapter Twenty
 
   As the sound of Dontas' hooves faded into the distance, Hailyn said a quick prayer for Jake and turned back to Norlan and Madalin.  She ran back over as Norlan was slowly getting to his feet.
 
   "Sit back down, Norlan."  She demanded.  "You have lost a lot of blood and healing can't replace that.  You need fluids and rest."
 
   "I have to go after Cherise and Jake; I will not let the half-men have my children."  Norlan said, face grim, reaching down to pick up the maul, swaying as he straightened.  "I can rest when they are safe."  He started to stagger towards the gate, calling for a horse, when both Madalin and Hailyn grabbed him.
 
   "You will get yourself killed is what you will do, my love."  Madalin said softly.  "Please come back and sit down."  Norlan stood there for a moment while Madalin stroked his face, his hands squeezing the maul's handle, his arms cording tight, then he relaxed and let the maul drop.
 
   "You are right."  Norlan said, his head dropping.  "I have not been much use to anyone tonight."  Madalin hugged him tightly, whispering reassuring words to him, but his face showed that he got no comfort from that.
 
   "I will find Dominic or Master Jonas and go after them, Norlan."  Hailyn said, moving towards the gate.  "We will get them back."  Norlan did not respond; he was staring at the ground, his hands curling and uncurling into fists.
 
   "Go, Hailyn!"  Madalin said, voice cracking, still holding onto her husband.  "Find them.  I can't lose both of them."  She seemed to wilt and began to cry again.  "Not both."
 
   Hailyn pushed through the crowd as neighbors came up to support Norlan and Madalin.  Once on the street, she picked up the edge of her robes and ran, running as hard as she could.  She wiped the tears that had formed in her eyes; she cared for Jake and Cherise as well.
 
   Even when her breathing became labored, she did not slow.  She would run all of the way to the Temple, she told herself.  Any wasted moment could be disastrous.
 
   As she turned a corner, she skidded to a stop as Dominic appeared as if by magic, yanking Shadow's reins to avoid a collision.  So focused was she on keeping running, she had missed the sound of their approach.
 
   "What are you doing?!"  Dominic demanded angrily, his bright blue eyes hard.  "I told you and the boy to go to the Temple.  When I got there, Jonas said he had not seen you."
 
   Hailyn took a second to catch her breath and told Dominic what happened.  Dominic cursed under his breath, then reached down.  "Come on, girl."  Hailyn grasped his hand and he pulled her behind him.  "You think it was the South Gate he headed for?"
 
   "I can't be sure, but that was the general direction."  Hailyn replied, tears coming again, this time from relief that Dominic was here.
 
   "Hold on."  Dominic warned her.  She grabbed his armor straps as he turned forward.  "On, Shadow!"  He called and the large horse took off.  Dominic drove him hard, running towards the South Gate as fast as he could go.
 
   The city flew by as they raced south.  Shortly, they were entering the South Gate courtyard and Dominic slowed Shadow to a trot.  He spotted Armartas, sitting on his horse, organizing the soldiers to set up a defense of the open gate, as well as separate their dead from the dead half-men who littered the ground.  A group of clerics were moving around, healing wounded soldiers.  Dominic rode over, the soldiers making way as he passed.
 
   "Armartas, have you seen Jake?!"  Dominic called out as they got close.
 
   "He rode past not more than ten minutes ago, in pursuit of a group of half-men."  Armartas said, looking back.  He looked abashed.  "I'm sorry, Dominic.  I should have stopped him, but I had my hands full at the time."
 
   Dominic waved off the apology.  "You did what you needed to do.  I'll go find him."  He started to boot Shadow forward when Hailyn stopped him.
 
   "You have been pushing Shadow."  She said, sliding off the horse.  "Give me a second to look at him.  It will do no one any good if he cannot catch Jake."
 
   Hailyn embraced her power, sending it into Shadow.  As she concentrated, she could tell that the horse was in good condition, with only some minor cuts and a bit of exhaustion.  She directed her power to heal those wounds and relieve the exhaustion, at least temporarily.
 
   When she was done, she reached up to Dominic, who grabbed her hand.  Before he could react, she sent her magic into him, quickly healing his wounds.
 
   He yanked her up, grabbing both of her arms and pulled her close, those blue eyes cold now.  "Don't ever do that again."  He said, voice soft but icy, then swung her behind him and booted Shadow into a run.
 
   Hailyn leaned against Dominic's back, holding on to his breastplate straps as the large stallion hit his stride, the city quickly falling behind them.  Dominic was focused on the road, watching for signs in the pale moonlight.
 
   Soon, they come upon the trampled grass and Dominic turned Shadow to race along it.  Hailyn could see the wooded hills approaching rapidly, then noticed a large shadowy form move at the tree line.  She pointed it out to Dominic, who said.  "It's the boy's horse."
 
   Dominic halted Shadow next to Dontas, leaving the saddle before the horse stopped.  He quickly looked at the ground and found the tracks left by Jake and the half-men.  He drew his sword and began to follow them, Hailyn right behind him.  Once the trees blocked the moonlight, making the trail almost impossible to see, Dominic looked over his shoulder and told Hailyn.  "Embrace your power, but stay behind me.  It will light the trail.  Be prepared to release it when I tell you."
 
   Hailyn complied, her power bathing the area in a golden light, chasing away the night.  With the trail now clear, Dominic took off at a near run, Hailyn struggling to keep up.
 
   They had only moved for a couple of minutes when a cry of pain sounded faintly ahead of them, then abruptly stopped.  Dominic immediately sprinted towards the sound, his long legs carrying him ahead of Hailyn.  He noticed a faint light ahead and the ringing sound of steel on steel and angled towards it.  He raced up the small incline that hid the light, reaching the top.
 
   In an instant, he took in the scene.  He saw the two half-men lying dead on the ground, the young girl beyond them, battered and bleeding, staring in horror at Jake battling a half-man.  Dominic could see that the boy was injured, blood covering his arms and legs.  He would not last much longer, Dominic knew.  He took all of this in as he continued to sprint, sword ready, heading towards the half-man, hoping he could reach him before he killed the boy.
 
   The shout on Dominic's lips to distract the half-man died when the boy was suddenly surrounded by a pale blue light, startling Dominic.  That lasted only an instant, then the light flared brilliantly, an explosion of blue fire sent racing in all directions.  Dominic squeezed his eyes shut and threw up an arm instinctively to protect his face as the fire rolled over him.  He was surprised again when no damage was done; only a brief tingling sensation over his body.
 
   He opened his eyes and saw Jake lying on the ground, unconscious, sword next to his body.  The only sign of the half-man was his clothes and sword on the ground, dusted in ash that swirled around the area.  He noticed that the bodies of the other two half-men were gone as well, reduced to ash.  The young girl began to cry again, staring at the boy lying there, though she was also not injured by the fire.
 
   He headed for Jake, dropping to his knees next to him.  He felt for a pulse and found one, strong and steady, the boy's breath even.  He heard Hailyn come up behind him.  He looked over his shoulder and pointed towards Cherise.  "See to the girl first; the boy only seems to be unconscious."
 
   Hailyn ran over to Cherise, her power glowing, and embraced her.  She quickly healed her, then tried to untangled herself, but Cherise clung to her, crying.  Hailyn was able to get her to stand, maneuvered her over to Jake, and then pushed her gently towards Dominic.  Cherise immediately embraced him.
 
   As Hailyn knelt down to heal Jake, she saw that Dominic had an unreadable expression on his face while Cherise clung to him and cried.  Glancing up for a moment, Hailyn saw one of his arms come up to gently hold Cherise.
 
   Hailyn reached down and laid her hands on Jake.  She probed him, finding him in good health, except of the wounds on his arms and legs.  As she directed her power to heal those wounds, she felt something unusual.  She could not pinpoint what it was, but something was different from when she had healed Jake in the past.  Somehow, that unexpected explosion of magic had changed Jake; she just could not figure out how.
 
   When she finished, she was surprised that Jake was still unconscious.  She reached down and pinched him on the arm, squeezing softly at first, then increasing the pressure.  He did not react at first, concerning her, but his eyes started to flutter, then opened up, staring at her.
 
   "Hailyn?!"  He said, surprised to see her.  He sat up, but felt confused, shaking his head.  "What happened?  The last thing I remember was fighting the half-man, then a flash of blinding light."  His eyes suddenly went wide as he regained his bearings and he swiveled his head to and fro, looking around.  "Cherise!"  He shouted.
 
   "Here, boy."  Dominic's voice came from behind him.
 
   Jake twisted to look behind, relief flooding through him when he saw Cherise being held by Dominic.  He slowly stood up, Hailyn's hand protectively on his arm, and turned to face them.  Once he was on his feet, Dominic gently extricated Cherise from her embrace and turned her to face Jake.
 
   Jake could see from her face that Hailyn had healed her, though her clothes were still stained with blood.  For a moment, when she first looked at him, Jake thought she flinched and appeared to be afraid of him.  That shocked and hurt him deeply, wondering what caused her to recoil from him.  He did not know what to say, feeling suddenly lost.  Then, with a soft cry, she ran to him, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face into his shoulder, weeping.
 
   Jake held her tightly for a few moments, whispering reassurances to her as she cried.  He glanced over at Hailyn and saw that her eyes were full of tears as she watched them.
 
   Dominic had gone over to look through the half-men's clothes, seeking any information or clues.  After he had gone through them, he retrieved Jake's sword, wiping the blood off before he handed it back to him.
 
   "We need to go."  Dominic said, his eyes moving, watching the shadows beyond the torchlight.  "We are exposed" was all he said, clearly not wanting to frighten Cherise more.
 
   "What happened?"  Jake asked again.  "I still don't know what happened to the last half-man."
 
   "We'll discuss it back in the city, boy."  Dominic replied, exchanging a look with Hailyn.  "We should get the girl back to her parents.  Take her to the horses; I will be right there."  Dominic headed off into the woods.
 
   With Hailyn's help, Jake was able to get Cherise to let go, even though she clung to his arm as they made their way back to the horses.  Once there, Jake climbed into Dontas' saddle, then pulled Cherise up, allowing her to sit in front of him while he wrapped his arms around her.
 
   Hailyn stood next to Dontas, her hand resting on Jake's leg.  She looked up at him, concern on her face.  "How are you feeling, Jake?"
 
   "Fine, I guess."  Jake replied, shifting slightly when Cherise moved.  "I just feel a little off.  Must be all of the stress from the night."
 
   "Let me look at you again."  Hailyn said, as she embraced her power.  Jake felt the familiar warmth spread through his body.  She seemed to be troubled by something, but before Jake could ask, she released her power and gave Jake a reassuring smile, which he returned.  She did not remove her hand, though.
 
   After several minutes, Dominic appeared, leading three horses.  He handed to reins of one to Hailyn and helped her onto its back.  He tied off the reins of another to his saddle and had Jake do the same with the last one.  He pulled himself into his saddle and led their small band back towards the city.
 
   Jake was a little surprised that they kept the horses at a slow pace, Dominic apparently not feeling the need to press them.  It took them nearly half an hour at that pace to reach the city gates.  When they reached them, there was a line of soldiers blocking the open gate, large torches burning to light the area.  Dominic rode up to them, then stopped when they did not move out of his way.
 
   "What is going on?"  Dominic demanded to the solder who appeared to be in charge, face calm, but a tone of anger in his voice.  "Let us through."
 
   "I am sorry, Dominic, but I have orders not to allow anyone entrance until daylight."  The young officer said, looking a bit pale as he faced Dominic.
 
   "I'm sure those orders were not meant to prevent a cleric and a young hostage rescued from the half-men from the safety of the city walls."  Dominic growled, eyes boring into the young officer.
 
   "I'm sorry, but my orders..."  The officer began, suddenly sweating.
 
   "I don't care about sorry, soldier."  Dominic interrupted, anger now clear in his voice.  "I thought that they still taught officers how to exercise judgment."  His eyes seemed to shine.  "You don't want me to have to get off my horse to teach you a lesson in judgment."  Dominic finished ominously.
 
   The young officer swallowed nervously, his men exchanging worried looks, but no one moved.  Just as Dominic placed his hand on his pommel, preparing to dismount, Armartas came riding out of the gate.  "Open a space!"  He called out.  "Let them through or I will have someone's ass!"
 
   Jake saw relief on the faces of the officer and the men as they hurriedly opened a space in their ranks.  Dominic continued to stare at the officer for a moment, then headed into the gate after Armartas, shaking his head.  Hailyn went next and as Jake entered the tunnel, he turned to see the soldiers close ranks again.
 
   Once inside the city, amid the hustle of soldiers moving around the gate area, Jake saw Dominic talking quietly with Armartas.  Armartas looked over and saw Jake holding Cherise.  He straightened in his saddle and gave Jake a salute.  Jake saluted back, touched by the gesture, and Armartas returned to his conversation with Dominic.
 
   As Jake got closer, he heard Armartas explaining to Dominic that he had the engineers working on the gates, trying to rig at least a temporary fix to allow them to close the gates.  Apparently, there was damage to the West Gate as well, so the engineers were spread thin.
 
   "We'll not keep you then, Armartas.  You have a busy night."  Dominic said, motioning for Hailyn and Jake to follow him.
 
   They were quiet as they moved deeper into the city, watching as more groups of soldiers deployed to the streets, many with at least one cleric, searching for any half-men or demons that still may be in the city.
 
   ...
 
   Jonas was sitting wearily on the steps of the Temple, his staff next to him as he sipped some hot tea an apprentice brought him.  In the distance, he could see the torches of the soldiers, as well as the shining forms of clerics, moving about the courtyards, making sure the areas were clear.  He felt bone-tired, worn out by the nearly continuous use of his power.  He had never used so much at one time for so long, first to fight off the demons, then to perform healings.
 
   He was sitting there trying to recover his strength, his thoughts on Dominic and Jake, as well as Hailyn and poor Cherise.  A rider had come to him earlier, sent by Armartas, letting him know what had happened at the gate.  Saying a prayer for their safety, he closed his eyes and soon drifted into a light sleep.
 
   He started awake when he heard the sound of horses coming closer, a trickle of fear passing through him.  Leaning on his staff, he pushed himself up, prepared to meet whatever came on his feet.
 
   As he watched, relief and joy took over as Dominic appeared out of the night on Shadow's back, followed closely by Hailyn riding another horse.  Behind her, he saw Jake riding Dontas, with Cherise held in his arms.
 
   "Praise to the One!"  Jonas exclaimed, moving forward to meet them.  "I'm glad to see you safe and sound."
 
   "You should be in bed."  Dominic said as he halted Shadow, looking closely at Jonas.  "You look like warmed-over death."
 
   "I will sleep soon enough."  Jonas replied, reaching up to grasp Dominic's hand.  "More soundly now that I know you are safe."
 
   Hailyn slid off her horse and handed the reins to Dominic.  He shook his head and instead untied his horse and handed the reins to Jonas.  "The Temple should keep the horses until the former owner's family is found, if possible.  If not, then I guess the One has other plans for them."  He motioned to Jake to untie the other horse as well.
 
   Hailyn hurried over to the Temple doors and found a couple of apprentices to take the horses, then returned.  After the apprentices moved off with the horses, Jonas said.  "Do I need to see to any of you?"  He reached for his power, feeling it flow into him again.
 
   "Don't tax yourself.  The girl did a fine job healing."  Dominic said, waving Jonas off.  He gestured towards Hailyn.  "She was very brave tonight and acquitted herself well in the battle."  His face took on an irritated look.  "Even though she apparently missed your lesson that clerics should never heal those who don't want it."  Hailyn flushed and looked at the ground.
 
   "I will make sure she gets that lesson, Dom."  Jonas replied, forcing himself to keep a straight face.
 
   "We should get Cherise home."  Dominic said, motioning for Jake to follow.  "I'm sure that Norlan and Madalin are consumed with worry."
 
   "Master."  Hailyn said, looking up at Jonas.  "Perhaps you should see to Jake.  I think..."
 
   "It can wait until tomorrow."  Dominic interrupted, sharing a look with Jonas that asked for his trust.
 
   "Until tomorrow, then."  Jonas said, giving Dominic a slight nod.  Dominic nodded back, then led Jake and Cherise away.
 
   Jonas went over to Hailyn, affectionately putting an arm across her shoulders as they walked back to the Temple.  "How did you manage to heal Dom?"  He asked, a broad smile on his face.  "I have not been able to do that for more years that I care to remember."
 
   "I'm sorry to say that it took guile and deceit, Master."  Hailyn replied, sharing a brief smile with Jonas.  Her smile faded.  "Master, I need to tell you about what happen to Jake tonight."
 
   As she began to tell him, Jonas' smile faded as well.
 
   ...
 
   When they finally arrived home, the neighborhood had quieted down, though there was still a small crowd at the house.  Jake saw that several of the neighbors were holding clubs or other weapons, standing guard at the gate.  He also noticed that the bodies of the half-men had been removed from the yard.  A murmur spread when they saw Dominic ride up, as well as Jake and Cherise.  One person ran into the house as they halted the horses.
 
   Dominic got off of Shadow, tying the reins on the fence, then took Jake's and tied off Dontas as well.  Jake slid out of the saddle, then helped Cherise down.  She clung to his arm as they headed to the gate.
 
   The front door opened and Madalin came running out, Norlan right behind her.  Cherise saw her mother, released Jake's arm and ran towards her, crying again.  Madalin wrapped her into her arms, holding her tight, as tears flowed from her eyes as well.  Norlan came up and wrapped them both in an embrace.
 
   Jake had stopped when Cherise ran, his throat tight.  He was overjoyed that they were reunited, but also felt guilty as he looked at them.  This all happened because of him.  He did not know what to do or say.
 
   As he wrestled with his emotions, watching the reunion, he felt Dominic's hand on his shoulder.  "You did a good and brave thing tonight, boy."  Dominic said softly.  "Learn to enjoy your victories, because you never know which will be your last."  
 
   Dominic's praise took him by surprise, cutting through his emotions.  Before he could react, however, Madalin slipped out of the family embrace and ran over to him.  She reached up and took his face into her hands, looking at him for a moment, concern on her face.
 
   "Are you ok?"  She asked.  When he nodded, she pulled him into a tight hug.  She kissed him on the cheek and said softly.  "Thank you, Jake.  Thank you."  She kept repeating it as she held him.
 
   After a while, she released him, stepping back, her hands on his face.  She looked over his shoulder and went over and embraced Dominic, holding him tight and thanking him as well.  Jake watched as Dominic, looking slightly uncomfortable, let her hug him for moment, then gently pushed her back.  "There is nothing to thank me for, Madalin.  The boy rescued Cherise."
 
   "I'm thanking you for protecting Jake, you big idiot."  Madalin said fondly, tears in her eyes.  She turned and walked back to her family.  Norlan had her take Cherise into the house, then came over to Jake and Dominic.
 
   Before Jake could say anything, Norlan reached out and pulled him into a hug.  Jake could feel Norlan strength as he wrapped his arms around him, holding tight.  After a few seconds, Norlan broke the hug and stepped back, hands on Jake's shoulders.
 
   "I cannot begin to repay you for rescuing Cherise, Jake."  Norlan said, voice thick with emotion.  "I'm so proud of you."
 
   "Thank you, Norlan, but none of this would have happened if you hadn't taken me in."  Jake said, looking at the ground.  "Maybe I should have Dominic find a place for me to stay near the training area, so you and the family will be safe."
 
   "Look at me, Jake."  Norlan said, voice now angry, hands gripping Jake's shoulders tightly.  Jake looked up and met his eyes.  "I never want to hear that from you again.  Never!  You are like a son to me.  This is your home now!"
 
   Norlan was almost shaking with anger.  "Never blame yourself for this.  If there is any blame, it is mine.  I am the one who is supposed to protect my family."  He sighed bitterly, his hands dropping.  "I could not even do that."
 
   "Boy, go get cleaned up and get some rest."  Dominic said, his eyes on Norlan.  Jake nodded and headed towards his room.  When he got near the room, he stopped and looked back.
 
   Dominic had taken Norlan to the far corner of the yard, away from everyone, and was quietly talking with him.  Norlan's head dropped, looking at the ground.  Jake saw Dominic reach out and tap Norlan under the chin, forcing his head up and emphasize a point with a finger in Norlan's chest.  Even though he could not hear what was being said, Jake saw that the conversation turned heated.  Suddenly, Norlan shoved Dominic back.  Dominic recovered and came right back up to Norlan.  There was a lot of pointing and gesturing at first, then that gradually faded.  Jake stood and watched until he saw Dominic put an arm around Norlan's shoulders and they started walking around the yard, still talking.
 
   Jake went to his room, stripped off his clothes, put on his robe and went to take a shower.  After he was clean, he returned, blew out the candles and slid under the covers of his bed.  He was shifting back and forth, unable to get comfortable when he heard the curtain in the doorway move.
 
   He looked to the doorway, only to see Maxis come in.  Maxis came up to his bed and laid his head on Jake.  Jake reached out and rubbed Maxis' head for a bit.  When he stopped, Maxis simply curled up on the floor next to Jake's bed.  Comforted by the dog's presence, Jake was soon asleep.
 
   He tossed and turned in his sleep, having reoccurring dreams about his fight with the half-men.  Even though the dreams were disturbing, he did not wake up.  He stayed asleep when Dominic and Norlan came by and looked in on him, Norlan taking Maxis into the house.  He did not wake up when Dominic came in and sat on the floor at the foot of his bed, his sword on his knees, guarding the doorway.  He dreamed his troubled dreams, unaware of the brief flashes of blue light that would occasionally pulse from his body, the light reflecting off of Dominic's eyes as he watched over him.
 
   ...
 
   In the woods southwest of the city, the demon Rigil and his brother gathered their remaining followers close.  He could not believe that they had been defeated, failing to secure the boy, and driven out of the city.  He had been surprised by the power these clerics wielded, especially the one with the staff.  That one's power rivaled that of some of the strongest of his brothers.  That he had lost brothers to the mortals angered him.  He held onto his damaged arm, the skin blistered and swollen from the clerics' fire.  The damage and the pain were a reminder of what he hated about his physical form.
 
   He had been one of the first to cross over when the way to come to this world opened.  He remembered when he first became flesh, the joys of being free from his prison, the sensations from a physical body and the opportunities to rule over these glorified monkeys.  It was only later when, despite his power, he realized that there were limitations to what he could do.  Besides the joys of the flesh, he also had the weaknesses that came along with it.  His was an immortal soul, trapped in a mortal shell.
 
   "I will stay and track the boy."  Rigil told his brother.  "Take the information we have learned back to our lord.  He will want to know."  His brother nodded.
 
   They shared a look, then reached out and began to absorb the corrupted life-force of their followers.  These fools did not realize that was the purpose behind the power that went into them when they committed themselves to the demons.  They were changed so that their life force could be used when needed.  The half-men cried out in agony as the demons absorbed their essence.  Rigil could feel the energy flow into him, shaping and directing it to heal his body.  The pain and damage faded as he fed on that energy.
 
   After the followers collapsed, drained of life, his brother headed out while Rigil turned backed towards the wagon and its occupants.  They had tried to flee before the battle, but were found by the followers outside of the city two days ago.  He made his way over to them, ignoring the reaction from the horses, which shied away and whinnied in fear.  He looked at the occupants, seeing the terror in their eyes.
 
   "You will help me track the boy and find a way to capture him.  I will not tolerate another failure."  He said in a tone that brooked no arguments.
 
   Martis and his men bowed in acknowledgment.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter21]Chapter Twenty-One
 
   When Jake woke, sunlight was streaming through the window and outlining the doorway.  He stretched and slowly got to his feet, feeling groggy.  He had dreamed over and over again of charging down at the half-men, feeling his sword impact and the men fall as he fought his way to Cherise, his desperate fight with the last half-man, ending each time with that blinding flash of light.
 
   Last night, he had only felt relief that Cherise was free.  Now, he was unsure on how he truly felt about what happened.  He had never killed anything before.  He would do it over again to save Cherise, he told himself, but wrestled with the fact that he killed those men.  They were evil, Jake knew, but still men.  He was most troubled by that fact, given what they had done, the deaths and injuries they caused, he was not even sure if he was that upset about it.
 
   Shaking his head, trying to clear out those thoughts, he decided to get dressed.  Looking around, he saw that his armor and sword were stacked neatly next to the fireplace, the metal spotless.  Obviously, someone had cleaned his equipment for him.  He finished dressing, put on his armor and sword and went outside.
 
   As he pulled the curtain back, he was struck by a strong floral scent.  Around his room on the patio, he saw dozens of potted flowers.  "What the hell?"  He thought to himself, as he looked around.  These were not here last night.
 
   He decided to take a walk to clear his head before he went inside, so he made his way to the side yard.  On the steps to the house, he saw Jonas and Norlan sitting and talking quietly.  Jonas saw Jake first and waved him over.  As Jake approached, he noticed that Shadow and Dontas were gone.  The men stood as Jake came over to them.
 
   "How are you feeling today, Jake?"  Jonas asked with a warm smile, staff cradled in the crook of his arm.  Norlan reached over and laid a hand on Jake's shoulder.
 
   "I feel fine, Jonas, but am still a little tired."  Jake replied, then added.  "I'm trying to sort out what happened last night."  He gestured back towards his room.  "What is with the flowers?"
 
   "Gifts from the neighborhood to honor your heroic deed, Jake."  Norlan replied, pride shining in his eyes.  He seemed more his old self this morning.  "Word has spread of your brave pursuit and rescue of Cherise."
 
   Jake blushed slightly at the praise.  He was not used to being called brave or heroic.  "I don't know about heroic.  I just did what needed to be done."  He said quietly.
 
   Jonas laughed softly.  "That is usually what most heroes say, Jake."  He looked at Jake, face turning serious.  "Don't discount your bravery.  Not many would have done what you did, pursuing a group of half-men, alone and at night."  Norlan nodded at that comment, giving Jake's shoulder a squeeze.
 
   "Where are the horses?"  Jake asked, feeling better with the praise, but wanting to change the subject.
 
   "Dominic took them back to the stables early this morning."  Jonas replied.  "He will make sure they are fed and cared for.  He also needs his rest, so the remainder of the day is yours."
 
   "How is Cherise doing, Norlan?"  Jake asked quietly.
 
   Norlan frowned and shook his head slightly.  "Brother Jonas looked at her this morning.  Physically, she is fine, but, emotionally, she is still fragile.  She is frightened to leave her room."
 
   "That should past with time, love and support."  Jonas said sympathetically.  "She is a young girl after all and went through a traumatic event."
 
   "I should go look in on her."  Norlan said, turning around and heading into the house.
 
   Jake moved to follow, but Jonas raised a hand.  "Wait a moment, Jake.  I would like to speak to you.  Why don't we take a walk?"  He said, moving to the yard.  Jake fell in beside Jonas as they slowly walked across the yard.
 
   "I wanted to talk with you about what happened last night."  Jonas began, voice quiet.  "Hailyn spoke with me about it when you returned, as well as Dominic this morning, but why don't you tell me what you remember."
 
   Jake recounted everything that happened after he and Hailyn left the singer.  He ended at the flash of light.  "I still don't know what that was.  One second, I was fighting the half-man; the next, I was looking up at Hailyn."
 
   They had reached a bench and Jonas had Jake sit down.  "Before I say more, let me examine you."  Jonas said.  He laid a hand on Jake's forehead, closed his eyes and his power flared to life.  Jake felt the familiar warmth spread as Jonas worked his might.  Jake saw a slight contraction of Jonas' eyebrows, a subtle scrunching, but that was all.  For nearly a minute, Jonas stood there like that, power pulsing.  His power suddenly winked out and he opened his eyes and spoke.
 
   "You are as I expected; healthy, but with a slight change."  Jonas said, then sat next to Jake.  "Jake, this may be hard for you to believe, but that flash of light was generated by you."
 
   "Me?!"  Jake exclaimed.
 
   "Dominic and Hailyn saw a blue nimbus of power suddenly surround you, then explode out and destroy the half-men."  Jonas said gently.  "This power sounded similar to what you had described in the dream that troubled you so."
 
   "When you tested me before, you said I didn't have the ability to wield the cleric's power."  Jake said, disbelieving.  "So, how could I do that?"
 
   "The power described is not the power used by clerics, Jake."  Jonas replied.  He shook his head.  "There is something there now, similar to the cleric's spark, but different.  I thought I had detected something when I previously tested you, but it was so faint that I could not be sure I had actually felt it."
 
   "So, what does that mean for me?"  Jake asked, shaken by the revelation.  "Can you help me?"
 
   "First, I don't believe that this power is in anyway harmful to you.  You are as healthy as before."  Jonas said, eyes sympathetic.  "Honestly, I'm actually relieved.  Clearly, it is proof against the half-men, so I have to assume it will help protect you from the demons, as well."
 
   "However, I'm not sure that I would be the best teacher for this, Jake."  Jonas continued.  "This power is not the power I know."
 
   "So what are you suggesting I do?"  Jake asked.
 
   "For now, nothing.  Relax and enjoy the day off."  Jonas replied, patting Jake on the shoulder, a reassuring smile on his face.  "I have to go to the palace this morning to discuss the attack with the king.  After that, I will go check on Dominic and discuss with him your next steps."
 
   Jonas stood.  "I know that it is hard to accept this information, maybe even a bit frightening."  He said, voice warm and comforting.  "Have faith in the goodness of the One.  He has designed our lives in such a way that we face these changes and challenges, Jake.  Remember that He has also given us the abilities and strength to meet them."  He started for the gate, then turned back.  "In all the ways that count, you are still the same person you were yesterday."
 
   Jake watched as Jonas left, still trying to wrap his mind around what he had just been told.  He sat on the steps for a while, lost in thought.  When his stomach growled, he broke out of his reflections and went inside to get some food.
 
   Inside the kitchen, several of the ladies of the neighborhood were preparing food.  They greeted him warmly and before he knew it, he was sitting at the table, working on a plate full of food while the ladies waited on him.  After eating his fill, they laughed off his attempt to help with the dishes.  They suggested that he go see Cherise.
 
   Jake made his way to her room and stepped inside the doorway curtain.  Jake was startled when Maxis sprang to his feet from his spot at the foot of the bed, teeth bared, a low growl in his throat, but quieted and laid back down when he realized who it was.  Jake saw Norlan and Madalin sitting with Cherise on her bed, holding her and talking quietly.  He stopped just inside the room as they looked over at him.
 
   "I didn't mean to intrude."  He said, feeling a bit out of place.  "I just wanted to check on Cherise."
 
   "You are not intruding, Jake."  Madalin said warmly.  "Come over."
 
   Jake sat with the family, gently drawing Cherise into conversation.  She was hesitant at first; she kept looking at Jake with a combination of reverence and fear.  Jake was slightly disturbed by that, but tried to ignore it.  As time went by, she seemed to grow more comfortable, even sharing a smile with Jake at times.
 
   Jake left after a while, stopping to pet Maxis on the way out.  He went outside, drawing in the fresh air.  He stood in the yard for a bit, then went back to his room, sitting down on his bed and thinking over all that had happened to him.  He did know how long he had been there when Norlan popped his head into the room. 
 
   "I'm going to the smithy to check on things, Jake."  Norlan said.  "Why don't you come with me?  A little walk will be good for both of us."
 
   Jake agreed and shortly they were standing in the yard at the smithy.  While Norlan called Helman over to his office to discuss some things, Almos and Dern pulled Jake away, a torrent of questions bursting forth.  Jake spent the next half-hour trying to get them caught up on all that happened.  They continued to talk until Norlan and Helman came out of the office, Helman calling the other two back to work.
 
   "Let's head back, Jake."  Norlan said, motioning towards the gate.  "I don't want to be gone too long."
 
   As Jake and Norlan neared home, Jake was startled to see around twenty Royal Guards standing out in the street, keeping watch.  He and Norlan came up to the side gate, the Guards making a space for them to pass, and saw Keria standing there with Madalin and a couple of the neighborhood women, quietly talking.
 
   As they entered the yard, Jake spotted Marcus standing a few feet away from the women, armored and his shield on his arm, trying to watch the street and Keria at the same time.  Marcus saw Jake as well, the usual unfriendly look tempered with what Jake could only think was a grudging respect.  After a moment where they just looked at each other, Marcus gave him a curt nod, which startled Jake enough that he stopped in his tracks.  "He must be sick."  Jake thought to himself.
 
   "Jake!"  Keria's voice called to him, pulling his attention away.  She was standing there, beautiful as always, a warm smile on her face, green eyes sparkling.  Jake made his way over to her, everything else forgotten, captivated by her beauty.
 
   "Princess."  Jake replied with a smile of his own, giving her a small bow.  "It is nice to see you again."
 
   "I'm pleased to see you whole and hale."  Keria said.  "I heard of your heroic rescue of Master Norlan and Madam Madalin's daughter and wanted to add my own appreciation for that act."  She stepped forward and kissed him on both cheeks, catching Jake off guard.  "You have brought great honor to yourself and your guardians.  The Kingdom of Sanduas thanks you."
 
   Jake was blushing slightly as she stepped back, conscious of all of the people watching.  "Thank you, Princess."  He said, giving her another bow and trying to sound formal.  "You honor me."
 
   "We will talk more, Jake, but I would like to look in on Cherise first."  Keria replied.  She looked at Madalin.  "With your permission, Madam Madalin?"
 
   "Of course, Your Highness.  She would appreciate that greatly."  Madalin said with a little curtsy.  "Please follow me."  She led the princess into her home.
 
   Jake stood there for moment, watching them go into the house, enjoying the way Keria moved.  When the door closed behind them, he turned back towards Norlan and found Marcus coming over to him, his face disapproving, hand resting on his dagger.  Norlan stepped back slightly, crossing his arms, watching.  Marcus nodded to Norlan, then stopped in front of Jake, looking him in the eyes.
 
   "You know how I feel about the princess."  Marcus stated quietly.  "That has not changed."  He paused and frowned, thinking.  "However, I wanted to say that you have proven your courage and I respect that.  I honor any enemy of the demons and their followers."  With that, he turned and headed over to the gate to wait for the princess.
 
   Jake stood there in stunned silence for a moment.  He never expected to hear anything like that from Marcus, ever.  He looked over at Norlan, who chuckled and shrugged his shoulders.  Clapping him on the shoulder, Norlan led him back over to the stairs to wait.
 
   After about fifteen minutes, the door opened and Keria came back out, followed by Madalin, holding Cherise's hand.  Jake and Norlan stood as Keria came down, Madalin and Cherise standing on the top step.  Keria came up to Jake as Norlan went to stand with his family.
 
   "Please show me your room, Jake.  I would like to see where you live."  She said, a smile playing on her lips, staring into his eyes.  "We can talk after that."
 
   Jake, a foolish smile on his face, led her over to his room, making his way through the flowers.  He held the curtain back as Keria went inside, then followed her in.
 
   As soon as he entered, Keria came up to him.  "I think you owe me something from your last visit, Jake."  She purred, her perfume enticing, those beautiful eyes gleaming.  She reached up and pulled Jake's head down and kissed him on the lips.  Jake was lost in that kiss, the king's admonishment forgotten.  When he slipped his arms around her back and pulled her close, she broke the kiss and pushed him gently back, giggling.
 
   "I don't think we want to go any further with twenty of my father's Guards just outside.  They may become suspicious if I come out rumpled."  She said lightly, taking his hand.  She looked at him, eyes bright.  "I know what my father told you, Jake.  He can be unreasonable, but with your tale on the people's lips, he may reconsider.  Clearly, a hero should make a suitable suitor."
 
   "That would be nice, Keria."  Jake said, unable to stop grinning.  He leaned in to kiss her again when a knock came at the door.
 
   "We need to go, Your Highness."  A man's voice said.
 
   Keria motioned for Jake to pull the curtain back.  As Jake complied and Keria stepped out, she said.  "Of course, Costuas.  Thank you for the tour, Jake, and again, you have the thanks of Sanduas for your bravery."
 
   "It was my pleasure, Princess."  Jake said, bowing and taking her hand and kissing it.  She gave him a wink that only Jake could see, then turned around and went out the gate, Marcus following and looking decidedly unhappy.
 
   Jake was in a cloud for the rest of the day, reliving that kiss and the feel of her next to him.  He came in for dinner when called, not even tasting his food as Madalin looked over at him, a knowing smile on her face.
 
   As the sun was setting, Jake was lying on his bed, letting his dinner settle, his thoughts on Keria, when the door curtain whipped back and Dominic strode into his room.  Dominic arched an eyebrow at seeing Jake lying about, then tossed him a set of saddlebags and an empty waterskin.  Jake struggled to catch the bags as he sat up.
 
   "Make some space."  Dominic said, as he came over and sat on the bed.  He looked at Jake, those blue eyes bright.  "How are you feeling?"  He asked.
 
   "Fine, Dominic."  Jake replied.  He looked closely at Dominic.  "How are you?"
 
   "Don't worry about me."  Dominic said, waving off the concern.  His voice lowered.  "We are leaving at first light."
 
   "Leaving?!"  Jake exclaimed, the news shattering his thoughts of the princess.
 
   "Keep your voice low, boy."  Dominic growled.  "Do you hear me shouting?"  Without waiting for Jake to respond, he continued.  "Jonas and I have talked.  He does not think that he can help you with this power you demonstrated.  He is sending us to Tomaris' Keep.  He believes that if anyone can help you, it is Tomaris.  We will be leaving out the North Gate as soon as it opens."
 
   "Why so soon?"  Jake asked quietly, thinking on how he could see Keria again.
 
   "The truth is that while many see you as the hero who rescued a young girl from the half-men, others, including some at the palace, are grumbling that you are the reason that the demons attacked in the first place."  Dominic replied.  "To head off any difficulties, Jonas and I believe that it will be best if you leave the city for a while.  We will leave quickly and quietly to allow the situation to settle down."
 
   He paused, then continued.  "Also, some of the attackers were able to escape.  We want to have you gone before they can regroup."  He shook his head, face grim.  "Obviously, they infiltrated the city.  We don't know how many spies are still here, so by departing quickly, we can get ahead of them.  With you gone, it is unlikely that they will attempt another attack on the city."
 
   "What about Norlan, Madalin and Cherise?"  Jake asked unhappily.  "Do they know?"
 
   "I just spoke with Norlan."  Dominic replied.  "He agrees, though he is not happy about you leaving.  He will tell Madalin and the girl."
 
   Dominic stood up.  "Make sure the waterskin is full and pack only what you need.  We will be traveling light.  It is only about a four-day ride to the Keep.  We can get additional supplies on the road."  He said as he headed back outside.  "I will bring Dontas from the stable.  Remember, be ready by first light."
 
   …
 
   Jake awoke early, reluctance and excitement warring within him.  He hated that he was leaving behind his chance at Keria, as well saying goodbye to his friends, but at the same time, was eager to see more of the world and meet this Tomaris, whom Jonas held in such high regard.  Perhaps, since his letter, he had found a way to send Jake home, or at least explain why he was here.
 
   He got dressed and packed his other boots and some extra clothes in his saddlebags.  He shoved his phone in as well.  There was a possibility that he may not return, so he would not leave it behind.  Once he was packed, he straightened the room up, then put on his armor and sword.  Slinging the saddle bags over his shoulder, he went outside, the floral smell of the flowers filling his nostrils as he took a deep breath in the cool early morning air.
 
   He went over to the water pump and filled his waterskin, then headed over to the front yard to wait for Dominic.  He sat down on a bench, looking up at the stars shining overhead, as the night sky lightened in the east.  He was sitting there, lost in thought, when the front door opened and Norlan stepped out.
 
   "Good morning."  Norlan greeted Jake.  He came over and sat down next to him.  "Do you have everything you need?"
 
   "I believe so, Norlan."  Jake replied.
 
   "Good."  Norlan said, his voice sad.
 
   As they sat there in silence, Jake watching the street, Jonas and Hailyn came walking up and entered the yard.  They came over to Jake and Norlan.
 
   "Good morning."  Jonas said, nodding to Jake and Norlan.  "Are you ready to go, Jake?"
 
   "I am, Jonas."  Jake replied.
 
   "If I thought that I could help you, I would not send you away."  Jonas said.  "I truly believe that Tomaris is your best option to learn about this power."
 
   "I know that, Jonas."  Jake said.  "You have been great to me."  He impulsively gave Jonas a hug.  Jonas, surprised, returned the embrace for a moment.  Jake stepped away, a little embarrassed by the display.  With a kindly pat on Jake's shoulder, Jonas sat down next to Norlan and started speaking to him quietly.
 
   Hailyn came over to Jake, motioning him to follow.  She took him into the yard, giving them a little space.  She reached over and took his hand.
 
   "I will miss you, Jake."  She said softly.  "You must write when you can to let me know how you are doing."
 
   "I'll miss you too, Hailyn."  Jake said, taken aback by the tears in her eyes.  "You have been a great friend.  I will write, if I can."
 
   The sound of approaching horses caused Jake to look towards the front gate.  He saw Dominic riding out of the night, Dontas behind him, saddled and ready.  Dominic stopped and waited, staying on his horse as Jonas and Norlan walked over to him.
 
   With a low cry, Hailyn threw her arms around Jake's neck and hugged him tight, taking him by surprise.  She whispered in his ear "Come back to me when you can." and kissed him on the cheek.  She broke the embrace and wiped her tears away, moving back towards the front gate.
 
   Jake stood there of a moment, unsure of what to say or do, when Dominic called over.  "Let's go, boy."  Jake headed back over to the bench to grab his bags and water.  As he reached the porch, the front door opened as Madalin came out, followed by Cherise.  Madalin hugged Jake tightly, followed by Cherise, both with tears in their eyes.  Jake felt himself getting a bit choked up, so he went over to Dontas and slung his bags and waterskin.  Norlan gave him a quick hug, then went over to his family while Jake pulled himself into the saddle.
 
   Madalin and Cherise were holding each other, gently crying, with Norlan standing behind them, a hand on their shoulders.  Hailyn was standing next to Jonas, wiping tears as well.
 
   Madalin looked over to Dominic.  "Keep him safe, Dominic.  Bring him back to us."  She said, voice cracking slightly.
 
   "I will do everything in my power to make that happen, Madalin."  Dominic replied, his voice strangely gentle.
 
   "I don't know why we are getting so emotional about this."  Jonas said, voice kind.  "This is simply a good-bye, not farewell."  He lifted his staff, his form suddenly glowing with power and said.  "Go with the blessings of the One.  May He protect and shelter you on your journey."
 
   Dominic nodded and started Shadow moving.  With a final wave to everyone, Jake turned Dontas and followed him.
 
   Dominic and Jake rode slowly toward the North Gate, passing groups of soldiers and clerics deployed throughout the city.  The shops and other businesses were beginning to stir, the people on the streets still wary.  Jake could not blame them after what happened.  The sun was still not quite up when they reached the Gate, the courtyard half-filled with merchants and others waiting to leave the city.
 
   As the sun rose above the horizon, the Gate opened and the mass of people made their way through.  Dominic and Jake passed slowly through the Gate and over the North Bridge that spanned the Blue River.  Once across, Dominic led Jake off the road into the open grassland and then galloped past the main body of people clogging the road.  When they had left the mass of people behind, they came back onto the road and slowed their pace.
 
   "We will make our way to the North Reach waystation."  Dominic said as they rode.  "We should arrive just before dark and will stay there tonight.  After that, we will leave the road and travel cross-country."
 
   The seemingly endless open grasslands of the valley, a pale green carpet interrupted by the occasional stand of trees, rolled by as they headed north.  The road paralleled the Blue River for the first few hours, then separated as the River's course took a more northwesterly direction.  They kept a moderate pace to conserve the horses.
 
   They passed by other travelers heading towards the city, merchants with large wagons, carriages carrying passengers, as well as individuals on foot and horse.  A patrol of soldiers came by, the officer saluting Dominic once he recognized who it was.  Many of the other travelers recognized Dominic as they passed as well, giving him respectful waves and nods.
 
   They ate during short breaks to water and rest the horses.  The sun was bright and warm, with only a few high clouds in the sky.  Without any shade, Jake spent most of the day sweating under his armor, trying to distract himself with the memory of Keria's kiss.  By the time the sun dipped low in the horizon and the waystation appeared, he had lost his enthusiasm for this trip.
 
   Dominic led them over to a small stable near the main complex.  He spoke with the stable master and some coins changed hands.  After they had removed their saddles and gear, a couple of grooms came out to lead the horses in.
 
   "They will make sure that the horses are fed and watered."  Dominic said as he headed for the waystation.  They entered the main hall, a large open dining area with a high wooden ceiling with tables set up and servers moving about.  It was lighted by a large stone fireplace in the wall and several sets of chandeliers with dozens of candles in each.  The hall appeared to be about half full.  Jake could see a set of stairs at the back wall leading to a couple of landings that surrounded the hall, with a line of doors along each.
 
   Dominic went over to a man sitting behind a desk near the main doors.  He spoke with him briefly and came back with a set of keys.  The keys were to a room on the second landing.  Inside, there were two small beds and just enough room to stack the saddles and gear.  Once they had offloaded the equipment, Dominic had them go back down to the hall and order dinner.  He chose a table near the center of the room.
 
   "Aren't we being a bit obvious?"  Jake asked, noticing several of the other guests looking towards them.
 
   "We want to be seen."  Dominic said quietly, glancing about.  "Once our enemies know we are gone, I expect them to follow.  They will know we headed north and stopped here.  Hopefully, they will assume that we are continuing north along the road.  By the time they realize their mistake, we should be safely out of reach."
 
   They ate a large meal, taking their time.  Once they were finished and the plates taken away, Dominic ordered two tankards of ale.  Jake found the ale somewhat bitter, even though it was flavored with some slightly tangy fruit.  They sat there drinking while a singer came out to entertain the crowd.  More people came in as the night deepened, filling the tables.  After a while, Dominic motioned that they should leave and went back to their room.
 
   Jake copied Dominic by removing his armor and boots, but staying dressed and placing his drawn sword next to him on his bed.  Dominic cracked the window, allowing the cool night air to come in.  Between the food, travel and ale, as well as the comfortable temperature, Jake was soon asleep.
 
   Jake woke up when Dominic tapped him on the shoulder.  "Get up.  We should be moving."  Jake glanced out the window and thought that it was still at least an hour before dawn.  He quickly put on his armor and boots, grabbing his saddle and gear as they left the room.
 
   They went down to the hall, which only had a few people up at this hour.  Dominic got a couple of travel rations from one of the servers and headed out to the stable.  They waited as the grooms quickly saddled the horses, then headed out.
 
   They rode along the road for a couple of miles until they came upon a small river that passed under the road.  After making sure no one was within sight, Dominic led them down into the river, the waters an inky black in the pale light of the eastern sky, and headed upstream, keeping the horses in the main channel.  It was slower going, but Dominic kept them in the river for an hour or so.  Once the sun was up, they left the river and headed out across the grasslands in a northeasterly direction.
 
   They rode all day, the Gray Ridges looming in the east.  The rich grassland faded and became rockier and the grasses gave way to clumps of shrubs and small trees.  As the sun faded into the west, Dominic found a campsite in a copse of trees.  They made no fire, simply setting up their sleeping rolls next to the horses.  They ate in silence, a dinner of jerky and cheese, washing it down with some water.
 
   As Jake packed away the supplies, groping around in the dark, Dontas moved and his hoof came down on Jake's foot.  Jake stifled a shout, grabbed his foot and hopped back to his blankets.  Rubbing his foot, he did not feel that it was seriously damaged, but he suddenly missed having Hailyn around to heal him, along with her friendly presence.  Thinking of Hailyn and healing brought up another thought.  He looked over at Dominic, but without a fire, Jake could just make out his dark outline sitting across from him.
 
   "Dominic, why don't you allow the clerics to heal you?"  Jake asked quietly, his curiosity finally overcoming his concern of offending Dominic.  "I still don't understand that."
 
   There was moment before Dominic spoke.  "I believe I told you before that you should keep the reminders of failure."  Dominic said, voice distant.  "Each time you are healed, you eliminate that reminder.  Each scar I have is a reminder of a mistake I made.  It helps me to not make that mistake again."  In the darkness, Jake could barely see Dominic's shadowy hand reach up and touch the scar across his face.  "Some mistakes should never be forgotten."
 
   Jake did not know how to respond, so he sat there, silent in his thoughts.  "Get some sleep, boy."  Dominic said, voice normal.  "I'll keep first watch."
 
   Jake tossed and turned for a bit, finally getting comfortable and sleeping.  He was dreaming of Keria and Sanduas when Dominic woke him to stand watch.  Jake shook off his sleepiness and sat up while Dominic stretched out on his blankets.  The night seemed to stretch on forever, as Jake fought against falling asleep.  Finally, as the sky began to lighten, he went to wake Dominic up.
 
   They continued their northeasterly path, working their way into the foothills of the Gray Ridges, camping near a small stream when it turned dark.  The next morning Dominic changed direction to a more northerly route, paralleling the mountains.  They continued in the foothills for most of the day.  In the late afternoon, they came upon a large road leading into the mountains which Dominic turned onto and followed.
 
   After an hour of riding, Jake saw a large granite wall rise up ahead.  It was very tall, towering over the trees.  It took them almost another thirty minutes to reach it.  As they came up to it, Jake could see it was one of two walls that ran back towards a cliff in the mountains to form an inverted V, funneling any attackers towards the main gates, nestled at the point where the two walls came together.  Dominic looked appreciatively at the layout of the defenses.
 
   Behind the gates, the cliff face was pot-marked with windows and what looked like patios.  As they rode up to the gates, Jake could see soldiers on the wall watching them.  They stopped in front of the massive gates, made of a shining metal, waiting.
 
   With a metallic clang, the gates opened and several soldiers rode out.  They were armored with the same metal that made up the gates.  Their breastplates and helms shone in the late afternoon light.  They were armed with lances and swords, with a shield strapped to their saddle.  They came up to Dominic and Jake.
 
   Their leader was a lean man, a little taller than Jake, with a large plume on his helm.  Jake was surprised to see that he had dark skin, the first person Jake had seen here with it, with dark eyes that seemed to take everything in.  "He is from southern Aletonia."  Dominic said quietly, noticing Jake's surprise.
 
   The leader stopped in front of Dominic and gave him a salute, which Dominic returned.  "Greetings, Sir Dominic."  The man said formally.  "I am Moshanna Deepwood, Captain of Tomaris' Guard.  Please be welcome to Tomaris' Keep."
 
   "Thank you for the welcome, Captain Deepwood."  Dominic replied, formal as well.  "Please call me Dominic."
 
   "You honor me.  Please call me Moshanna."  Deepwood replied.  "What assistance can we give you?"
 
   "I have a letter from Chief Cleric Jonas of Sanduas for Master Tomaris."  Dominic stated.  He gestured at Jake.  "It concerns this boy, Jake Thomas, and Jonas believed that Master Tomaris could assist.  I believe that he is familiar with the boy's story."
 
   "We had instructions to watch for visitors coming from the west."  Deepwood said.  He turned his horse around and said over his shoulder.  "Please follow me.  I will take you to Tomaris."  With that, he led them through the Keep's gate.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter22]Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   As they passed through the shadow of the Keep's main gate into the courtyard beyond, Jake was immediately struck by the spectacular garden that rose in the center.  Tall trees ringed the garden, green grass filled the center and throughout, beautifully shaped bushes and hedges, many filled with bright flowers.  There were people wandering through the garden, some who turned to look their way.
 
   The garden was an oasis of color in an otherwise stark stone courtyard.  The pale granite walls and cliff face bracketed the courtyard, while low stone buildings, also of the same pale granite, were built next to the walls and cliff.  Jake could see that some of the buildings were craftsmen shops, with the now-familiar smoke and faint ringing of metal of a blacksmith coming out of one.  Some of the shops had people standing out front, gazing curiously in their direction.  Looking around, Jake was struck by the large number of people in the courtyard.
 
   "Excuse me, but where do all of these people live?"  He asked Deepwood.  "There does not seem to be enough room in the buildings for all of them."
 
   "Most live within the Keep itself."  Deepwood replied, gesturing towards the cliff.  "There are many rooms and halls within the mountain."
 
   "Oh, I see."  Jake said.
 
   "Some live in Numaria, a small city back along the road near the base of the foothills, and come here to do business or visit relatives."  Deepwood continued.  "There is an inn among the buildings, as well as guest quarters in the keep."
 
   "Is this all of your Guard, Moshanna?"  Dominic asked, frowning and looking at the soldiers along the wall and around the courtyard.  "Forgive me for saying, but it seems inadequate to defend the Keep, even with the walls."
 
   "Do not worry, Dominic."  Deepwood said with a smile.  "We have additional forces within the Keep.  We also send patrols out and have sent some forces into Numaria to assist the local authorities.  If the need arises, we have enough forces to hold the Keep against any attack."
 
   Dominic nodded at that, though he continued to study the defenses as they rode around the garden and approached the Keep's main entrance, an archway carved into the cliff face.  The top of the large archway was at least twenty feet high.  On either side of the arch hung another set of large metal gates that could close and seal the Keep if needed.  A large and wide abutment of stone thrust out of the cliff another twenty of so feet above the archway, shading it in its shadow.  Jake saw several soldiers look down from that abutment at them as Deepwood led them past the gates and into the Keep.
 
   As they rode in, Jake could see that the arch was actually a tunnel that stretched some thirty to forty feet, solid rock all around them.  The tunnel was lit with torches, hanging in metal brackets that lined the walls.  Along the roof of the tunnel, Jake saw several openings carved at regular intervals.
 
   "What are those for?"  He asked Deepwood as he pointed, his voice echoing in the tunnel.
 
   "Those are vents to allow us to pour burning pitch from inside the Keep onto any attackers that breach the outer gate."  Deepwood replied mater-of-factly, Dominic nodding appreciatively as he looked at them with a professional eye.  Jake shuddered at the thought as he imagined being trapped in the space with fire all around.
 
   At the end of the tunnel, there was another set of metal gates to close it off.  Past the gates, the space suddenly expanded into a brightly lit domed area, at least two hundred yards wide with the ceiling at least eighty to one hundred feet above them.  All around the dome, there were passages that ran deeper into the mountain.  Jake noticed several stairways that led to at least two upper levels.
 
   Most of the light was coming from several large glowing balls of light, shining with a slight golden hue, hanging in the air near the ceiling.  Jake was stupefied on how they worked.  He studied them and could not see how they were suspended.  He could only tell that they were not made with regular fire.
 
   Deepwood noticed his confused stare and chuckled.  "I do not know how it is done either, Jake."  He said.  "Tomaris has studied many things and he is the one who created them."
 
   They halted near the far end of the dome and several soldiers came out of a large opening.  Deepwood dismounted and motioned them to do the same.  "Please take your saddlebags and my soldiers will see to the horses.  They will given food and water and your saddles will be stored."
 
   After the horses were led away, Deepwood took them up a flight of stairs onto the second level.  They made their way down several brightly lit tunnels and through a set of ornate wooden doors into a large hall.  In the wall to the left, there was an opening with stained glass that led to a stone patio that jutted out from the cliff wall.  Its stone walls were decorated with colorful tapestries and paintings.  There was a large fireplace built into the far wall and long wooden table that took up the center of the room.  Sitting in the large wooden chair at the head of the table, facing the doors, was an old man, who gestured for them to come closer.
 
   As they got close, the man rose and came over to meet them.  Jake could see that the man was dressed in a plain grey robe.  He appeared to be around six feet tall, thin but robust.  He was clean shaven and had dusky skin that made his short snow-white hair seem to glow.  His face was lined and wrinkled, but his eyes, wise and full of knowledge, were the most striking and unusual, wide with the irises dark purple in color.  He moved slowly, with a slight hunch in his shoulders.  He smiled as they halted in front of him, his white teeth gleaming, and made a gesture of welcome.
 
   "Tomaris, this is Dominic from Sanduas and his charge, Jake Thomas."  Deepwood said with a bow.  "They bring a letter from the Chief Cleric of Sanduas for your attention."
 
   "Greetings, friends."  He said, a slight rhumeny quality to his voice.  "Be welcome to the Keep.  How is Jonas doing?  I enjoyed our talks when he was here."
 
   "He is fine, Master Tomaris."  Dominic replied, giving him a courtly bow.  "He is hopeful that you can assist us.  I am sure that his letter explains it better that I can."  He handed Tomaris Jonas' letter.
 
   "No need to be so formal, young Dominic."  Tomaris said kindly, taking the parchment.  "I have long heard of your exploits, so you honor me with your presence."  Dominic gave him a nod and a slight smile at being called young.
 
   "I know that you are familiar with the boy and his tale."  Dominic continued, gesturing towards Jake.  "This matter concerns him."
 
   "Ah, this is the child Jonas wrote about."  Tomaris said.  He held out his hand to Jake.  "It is a pleasure to meet you, Jake."
 
   "Thank you."  Jake replied as he shook Tomaris' hand.  "I'm glad to meet you."
 
   Tomaris did not release Jake's hand immediately, but his eyes took on a slightly unfocused look.  Jake could feel a tingling sensation run up his arm and spread throughout his body.  It was not unpleasant, just very odd.  Thankfully, it only lasted a few moments and Tomaris let his hand go.
 
   Tomaris smiled at Jake, a warm and friendly smile.  He gestured at the table and said.  "Why don't we sit down and you can tell me your story while we have some food brought up."
 
   Jake took a seat next to Tomaris, Dominic sitting on the other side of Jake and Deepwood on Tomaris' other side.  After a quick glance at Dominic, who nodded, he started from that day at school.  Tomaris would stop him from time to time with questions.  He seemed most curious about the light that brought Jake here, tapping his chin as he had Jake describe it several times.  As Jake finished, Tomaris sat there in silence, clearly thinking about what he just heard.
 
   In that silence, the doors opened and servants came in with food and drinks.  They quickly served the food to each of them, the remainder of the food placed on the table, and left.  Tomaris gestured to the food, as he broke the seal on the letter and began to read.  "Please eat while I read Jonas' letter, then we can talk."
 
   Jake found the food to be delicious, especially after a few days on travel rations.  They ate in silence, waiting for Tomaris.  Jake finished his plate quickly and looked longingly at the extra food, which Deepwood pushed over to him with a smile.  "There is plenty.  Eat until you are content."
 
   Jake was finishing his second plate when Tomaris set the letter down.  He looked over at Jake, eyes kind.  "First, child, since my letter to Jonas, I have not found any new information on how you were brought here or how to send you home.  I am continuing to study the issue, but so far the answer eludes me."  Jake nodded, not really expecting anything different.
 
   "Since we do not yet know how to send you home, we need to address this power you demonstrated."  Tomaris continued.  "It is not dangerous to you, so you can rest easy about that.  Jonas was correct; I can teach you to access and control it, but it will take some time."  He leaned over to Deepwood.  "Please go and have quarters set up for Jake and Dominic here in the Keep."  Deepwood nodded and left the hall.
 
   "This power can be a very potent defense against the demons, Jake."  Tomaris said, turning back.  "Once you master it, it will give you the ability, like the clerics, to face the demons and survive."
 
   "Do you know why the demons want me?"  Jake asked hesitantly, not sure he really wanted the answer.
 
   "I have a theory, but first, how much do you know about them?"  Tomaris replied.
 
   "Just what Jonas told me."  Jake stated.
 
   "Let me tell you what I know."  Tomaris said, his face taking on a distant look.  "As Jonas told you, I have an extensive library.  I have availed myself over these long years to study our enemies.  The ancient writings confirm that the demons were once servants of the Creator, or the One as most know Him."
 
   "In the time before time, the Creator decided to make all that we now know.  Before He began, with His thought, He created servants and helpers, those spirits that would help with His creation.  Understand, these creatures were created and existed in the spiritual realm with Him since the physical plane did not yet exist.  He explained their role in His creation to them.  To this purpose, all were given powers, some vast while others less."
 
   "He then stretched forth His hand and created the universe.  As space and time came into existence, He dispatched His servants to accomplish His purpose.  With the powers given, they spread out and brought order to the creation.  They labored mightily and long to bring this about.  Once they completed their tasks, they returned to the Light of His heavenly realm.  The Creator was pleased with their labors and glorified them."
 
   "After the universe was brought into order, He then shared His thought with them about His second creation.  He would bring humans into His creation, populating the worlds that He had made for them.  Humans would be unique, creatures of both the physical and spiritual realms, and be given dominion over the worlds they lived on.  The Creator told them that they were to be the guides and guardians of mankind, younger children of the same Father."
 
   "When this was explained to them, a large minority complained about the favored place that man was to be given.  Were they not the first and most powerful of His creations?  Had they not worked mightily in the creation, yet their reward was to serve these lesser beings?  They told the Creator that they would not help man and see their rightful place in His heart taken from them."
 
   "As the Creator sat silent in thought, this host of heavenly creatures began to argue, something that had never occurred before.  The rebels berated their brothers, calling them slaves and the arguments turned heated and blows were struck.  Strife and chaos overtook the heavens as the creatures, immortal all, fought."
 
   "In the midst of this turmoil, the Creator stood and, with a gesture, quieted the hosts.  He was displeased and saddened by the disobedience of the rebels.  He told them if they would not serve Him as He commanded, they would be cast out of His Light and creation forever.  Some repented, but others openly defied Him.  For their rebellion, He cast them out of the Light and into the Darkness."
 
   "In this Darkness, their rage and hatred over their punishment further twisted their spirits.  They became the demons we know now."  Tomaris paused, taking a sip of his cup.
 
   "So, how come they are here?"  Jake asked.  "How did they escape?"
 
   "That is the question that I have given my life to answer."  Tomaris replied.  "What some texts indicate is that, after being cast out, the demons could still move about in the spiritual realm, seeking to influence men to rebellion and hatred of the Creator.  While they could not touch the physical realm, they still had the powers given to them.  Somehow, on this world, that prohibition was skirted.  Some of the writings talk of a 'rift' or 'tear' between the realms that allowed the demons to escape."
 
   "How come this place isn't overrun with demons?"  Jake asked, perplexed.  "If they had a way out, shouldn't they be everywhere?"
 
   "A large number came over, Jake."  Tomaris said gently.  "However, understand that there are factions amongst the demons.  The fact that some crossed over caused others to stay.  The rebellious spirit that they took with them into the Darkness did not change.  If anything, it became more pronounced."
 
   "Also, something happened that they did not expect."  He continued.  "Several references in the histories were made of a 'blending' when the demons crossed over.  From what I have gathered, this meant that their spirits became 'blended' with the physical bodies.  They could no longer enter the spiritual realm, only sense it, and they became subject to the limitations of a physical body.  They retain their power and immortality, but can die if the body is damaged enough.  Unlike humans, they were not created to have a spirit separate from the body, so when they are killed here, they are destroyed utterly.  Facing that oblivion, many chose to remain in the Darkness."
 
   Jake sat there in silence, trying to absorb what he just heard.  The room was quiet, only the faint sounds from the courtyard coming from the patio, Tomaris and Dominic waiting on him.  Finally, he asked again.  "So what do they want with me?"
 
   Tomaris reached over to pat Jake's hand.  "I believe that they seek to turn you to their side."  He said gently.  "This power you wield is unique.  There is something about you that allows you to access it.  My theory is that this uniqueness makes it possible that if you turned, unlike their half-men, you can use their dark power.  That would make you a very powerful and dangerous tool."  He paused as if to say something else, then shook his head slightly.
 
   "However, do not be troubled."  He continued, a reassuring smile appearing on his weathered face.  "You are beyond their reach here and I will teach you to use your power.  Once you control that, you will be able to stand against them and their followers."
 
   He glanced over at Dominic.  "However, not all of the demons' followers are influenced by their power, so I would like to see you continue your combat training with Dominic.  In facing those threats, you may find that your sword is the better weapon.  Also, a boy your age needs to have regular physical exercise."
 
   He addressed Dominic.  "If that sounds agreeable, you can speak with Moshanna about setting up a training space for the mornings.  I will work with Jake in the afternoons."
 
   "That sounds fine, Tomaris."  Dominic replied.
 
   The doors opened and Deepwood entered.  He came back over to Tomaris.  "The rooms are prepared, Tomaris."
 
   "Thank you, Moshanna."  Tomaris said, slowly rising.  He addressed Dominic and Jake.  "You have had a long journey, so I will not keep you any longer.  Please follow Moshanna to your rooms where you can rest.  We will start Jake's training tomorrow."
 
   Jake and Dominic made their thanks, grabbed their bags and followed Deepwood out of the hall and up another set of stairs.  Dominic spoke with him about some training space as they walked.  Deepwood responded that he would find some space and that they were welcome to join him and his men for the morning meal.  He took them to a hallway with a row of doors on either side.  There were a pair of doors set next to each other; Deepwood entered one.
 
   Jake immediately noticed the large window and curtains against the far wall, with a set of doors out onto a small terrace.  He could see that the terrace overlooked the courtyard and main walls.  There was a small bathroom off to the side that had a small basin and what looked like a bath, full of water.  In the room, there was a large bed, along with a wooden dresser and small desk.  The room had some paintings decorating the walls.  A door was in the wall on Jake's right, which Deepwood went to stand by.
 
   "We have given you connecting rooms."  He said, indicating the door.  He pointed to a silken cord back near the entry door.  "If you need anything, please ring the bell and a servant will come to assist you.  Please rest and I will send someone to escort you to the barracks and training areas in the morning."  With a slight nod of his head, he left, closing the door behind him.
 
   "What are you thinking, boy?"  Dominic asked Jake as the door closed, noticing the slightly pale and concerned look on his face.
 
   "I'm a little freaked out by all of this."  Jake admitted, throwing his bags on the bed and sitting down on its edge.  "I mean, according to Tomaris, these demons are after me for some power I did not even know I had.  As long as I am here, I will have to look over my shoulder for them."  His voice dropped.  "The one in the city scared me like I have never been scared before."  Jake looked down at his hands, saw that they were slightly shaking.
 
   "There is no shame in fear, boy."  Dominic said, voice calm and even.  "It is what you do with that fear that is important.  You have to learn to master the fear, not let it master you."
 
   He paused for a moment, then continued.  "We are all afraid at times.  One of the purposes of training hard is that it helps condition you to react, even when afraid.  If you train well with Tomaris and learn this power, you will have the ability to defend yourself and others from the demons.  Like a good sword and armor, it will allow you to feel more confident when you have to face that fear."
 
   "You never seem afraid."  Jake said, looking up at Dominic.
 
   "I feel fear, boy."  Dominic replied, eyes shining.  "My fears just tend to be about things other than my own safety."  He opened the connecting door.  "Get some rest.  We start training again tomorrow."  He stepped into his room and closed the door.
 
   Jake felt a little better after listening to Dominic.  He unpacked his bags, took off his armor and stepped out onto the terrace.  He could see that the terrace was built out from the cliff wall.  He went over to the waist-high iron railing that bordered the terrace and looked over.  Night had fallen, but he could see that the courtyard was at least one hundred feet below him.  He could look down on the large abutment of stone over the gate and saw that it was a platform manned with soldiers.  In the distance, the main gate and walls were lit with large torches.
 
   Stepping back, in the light coming from his room, he noticed a small wooden table and two chairs near the rail.  He went over and sat down, gazing up at the stars.  The faint sounds of the courtyard slowly faded as he sat there, staring up and wondering again how he got into this whole mess.
 
   He finally went back inside, cleaned up in the bathroom and crawled into bed.  He sank into the comfort of a mattress and pillows, enjoying the feel after a couple of days sleeping on the ground, and was soon asleep.
 
   ...
 
   Jake woke early, feeling surprising refreshed.  He had slept deeply, dreamless.  He got up, stretched and went over to the terrace.  As he stood at the rail, taking in the early morning air, he saw that the sky was just starting to lighten in the east.  He stood there for a while, then went in to dress for the day.
 
   He came back out and sat down in one of the chairs, putting his feet up on the rail.  He closed his eyes and just drifted for a bit.
 
   "So, you are up already."  Dominic's voice said quietly, intruding on his thoughts.  Jake opened his eyes and saw Dominic leaning against the rail of the terrace of his own room, looking out over the Keep.  "Since we are ready to go, rather than wait for the soldier, let's go see if we can find the barracks."
 
   They left their rooms and headed back the way they had come last night.  The Keep was quiet at this time; they only encountered the occasional servant.  While Jake was slightly turned around, Dominic seemed to know where he was going.  Before long, they had made their way back to the landing that overlooked the domed area.
 
   There was more activity here, with people and soldiers moving about along the floor level.  They went down the stairs and over to where they had left the horses.  Dominic called a nearby soldier over and asked where the barracks were.  The soldier offered to show them and led them through a nearby tall and wide passageway into another large natural cave.
 
   The area was lighted with the same glowing balls of light as the main cavern.  Around this cave, however, there were no landings, only twenty long, low stone buildings that were built along the walls.  There were groups of soldiers forming up in front of several of the buildings, clearly starting their day.  There were a couple of openings high on the cliff wall that let fresh air in, but no opening on the ground level to the courtyard.
 
   What took Jake by surprise was a large opening near the back wall which led to a large grass-covered field, just visible in the early morning light.  The soldier led them through the opening and to one of several medium-sized wooden buildings that were built next to it.  Jake saw Deepwood standing on the porch of the building, speaking with a couple of his officers.  They stopped a short distance away, waiting for him to finish.
 
   Once he sent his officers away, Deepwood turned and approached them, dismissing the soldier.  "Good morning.  I hope that you had a restful night."  He said politely.
 
   "We did, thank you."  Dominic replied urbanely.  "I trust that we are able to come and go without an escort?"
 
   "Of course.  Tomaris has welcomed you as guests."  Deepwood stated plainly.
 
   "This is unexpected."  Dominic said, gesturing out towards the large open field.  The field stretched for several hundred yards and was at least one hundred yards wide, bordered on two sides by the cliff walls of the mountain.  There seemed to be nothing but sky on the other two sides, even though there were large stacks of stones spread along the edge.
 
   "It is our training area."  Deepwood said.  "The mountain shelters it and there is a sheer cliff on the other side.  The stones are for any enemy stupid enough to try to scale the three hundred feet exposed."
 
   He pointed to a large wooden building across the field.  "We also stable the horses here.  If you need your horses, simply speak with the stable master."
 
   He took them inside the building and down a hall where Jake smelled bread and other food being cooked.  They entered a mess hall with soldiers sitting and eating.  They sat down at a table and food was brought out for them.  They finished breakfast quickly, Jake eating in silence while Deepwood and Dominic talked about their training requirements.
 
   After breakfast, they went out back outside and Deepwood took them over to a small training circle, surrounded by short posts and rope.  "I hope that this will meet your needs?"  He asked Dominic.
 
   "This is fine, Moshanna."  Dominic said.
 
   Deepwood left and went into another building.  After several minutes, he came back out with a couple of training swords and headgear.  Dominic tested the practice swords, apparently satisfied, but dismissed the headgear.  "I try not to bash him in the head too much."  He said with a shrug.
 
   "Do you mind if I observe, Dominic?"  Deepwood asked.
 
   "Of course not."  Dominic replied.  He unbelted his sword and turned to Jake.  "Let's see what you remember since you have had several days off."
 
   The morning flew by as Jake threw himself into the training.  Before he knew it, Jake was following an older female servant to Tomaris' study.  He rubbed his sore arms and hands as he climbed the stairs and followed the servant into the room.  The round room was lined with wooden shelves filled with scrolls and books, except for a small stone fireplace set into the wall.  There was a small table in the middle with a couple of chairs and a large window that opened out towards the courtyard.  Tomaris was sitting at the table when Jake entered.
 
   "Thank you, Learthe."  He said to the servant.  "Please have some food brought up for Jake."  With a slight bow, the woman left.
 
   "How was your morning training, Jake?"  Tomaris asked, looking meaningfully at Jake's arms.
 
   "Normal, by Dominic's standards."  Jake replied with a short laugh.
 
   "Well, you will find that the training here not as physically challenging as that."  Tomaris said with a smile.  He gestured to the other chair.  "Please sit.  I'm an old man and find it easier to talk while sitting.  While we wait for your food, perhaps we can discuss what happened again when you first used the power."
 
   Jake and Tomaris discussed the fight in the woods, going over it several times.  While they were talking, Learthe returned with a plate of food, along with a pitcher of water and two cups.  Tomaris had Jake eat while he sat there quietly, apparently mulling over what he heard.
 
   When Jake was finished and the plate cleared away, Tomaris stood and came over to Jake.  "I would like to touch your forehead for a moment, Jake."  He said, then laid his hand on Jake, closing his eyes.
 
   To Jake, his hand almost felt like it was made of dry paper, except that it was very warm.  A tingling sensation spread out from his forehead to the rest of his body.  They were like that, motionless, for several minutes.  Finally, the tingling faded and Tomaris opened his eyes and sat back down.
 
   "I felt what Jonas described, the change in you."  Tomaris said.  "That happened when you accessed the power for the first time.  We just need to find out how you called it up."  He shifted slightly.  "I want to close your eyes, Jake, and think back to right before the power woke.  Describe again what happened."
 
   Jake complied, recalling the face of the half-man appearing as it had when they fought.  He mentioned his anger and fear of what would happen to Cherise if he failed.
 
   "Strong emotions can often be a trigger."  Tomaris said.  His voice took on a soothing and reassuring tone.  "Recall the sensations just as the power came forth.  Try to duplicate those in your mind.  Act as if they are occurring again."
 
   Jake recalled that burning sensation that started in his chest.  He tried to imagine it happening again, striving to will it to happen.
 
   "Just relax, Jake."  Tomaris said, voice soft and almost hypnotic.  "Let it come as it will."
 
   Jake tried to follow those instructions.  He took a deep breath, slowly releasing it, letting his body relax.  He sat there quietly, focused on recreating what happened.  He recalled Cherise and her battered face, the certain knowledge that if he fell, she would suffer a worse fate.  As he drifted along those thoughts, he re-felt the anger of that night and was startled to feel a slight tingling spread across his body.
 
   "Open your eyes, Jake."  Tomaris said, a hint of satisfaction in his voice.  "You have taken the first step."
 
   Jake opened his eyes and saw a faint glimmering of blue surrounding him.
 
   ...
 
   Later that evening, in the foothills to the southwest, the demon call Rigil waited impatiently for Martis' men to return from their mission.  He had sent them ahead on horses to scout out this Numaria for any signs of the boy, while the wagon came after.
 
   It had been the second day after the boy left Sanduas when they found out about it.  Martis had come back to inform him that the boy and Dominic had left to the north.  While Rigil rode in the wagon's secret compartment, Martis had driven his team hard, verifying that their quarry had spent the night at the waystation.
 
   It took them another day heading north to realize that they were following a false trail.  There had not been sightings of the boy or Dominic at any points north of the waystation.  That had to mean they went off cross-country.  The question had been to where.  After looking at the map, Rigil was certain that they were headed to the Keep of Tomaris.  There was no other place that could provide the protection they needed but there.
 
   Rigil was strangely hesitant to pursue them there.  There had long been whispers that this Tomaris was more powerful than any of the clerics that opposed them.  The demon lord he served had sent some of his brothers and followers to determine who Tomaris was, if he was indeed powerful, and kill him if they had an opportunity.  None had returned from that mission.
 
   However much he was concerned about facing this Tomaris, he knew that his lord would never allow him to survive failure.  So, he pressed Martis and his men to continue, not allowing them to stop.
 
   He shook off those thoughts and hissed over his shoulder.  "If those fools do not return shortly, you will pay the price, Martis."
 
   "I know they will return, Master."  Martis said rapidly, his nervous voice carrying his fear.  "Please give them..."  His voice cut off.
 
   Rigil spun to see what had stopped Martis.  Across the clearing, Martis was frozen, partway to his feet, a hand reaching beseechingly towards Rigil, locked in some stasis.  Rigil reached for his power, but was already too late as everything exploded in light and he was taken.
 
   "...more time!"  Martis came to halt as he faced an empty clearing.  He felt an icy cold stab of terror.  One moment the demon was there, the next it was gone.
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter23]Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   A few days after Jake was able to call up his power, Tomaris informed Dominic and Jake that he was sending a messenger to Jonas to let him know that they had arrived safely and of Jake's success; if they had any letters, they could send it with his messenger.
 
   Jake had borrowed parchment and pen to write to Madalin and Hailyn and reassure them that he was fine.  He was debating writing Keria, sitting at the small desk in his room, when Dominic came in.
 
   "Do you have your messages ready?"  Dominic asked, a sealed parchment in his hand.  "I was instructed to give them to Moshanna tonight, so the messenger can leave at first light."
 
   "I have the letters to Madalin and Hailyn ready."  Jake said, pointing at the two letters.  He hesitated a moment, then tapped the blank page.  "I was thinking of sending one to Keria."
 
   "Have you decided that you never want see Sanduas again, boy?"  Dominic asked sarcastically, a slight smile playing along his lips.  "I thought you had better sense than that.  The king told you to stay away from her.  Here is a little advice: when a father tells you to stay away from his daughter, the last thing you want is for him to find a love letter.  You might as well just walk up and slap him across the face."  He shook his head.  "Not something you want to do to anyone, but especially not to a king.  They are used to getting their way.  I don't think you would enjoy the dungeons in Sanduas."
 
   "Well, that's why I haven't written it."  Jake said, blushing furiously.
 
   "Jonas will make sure the princess knows you are still alive."  Dominic replied, reaching over to take the other letters.  He went to the door, turning his head back as he opened it.  "I suggest that you focus on training, boy.  The sooner you master this power, the sooner we can return to the city."
 
   A few days later as he stood in Tomaris' study, Jake was feeling pretty confident in his ability to call up his magic.  Now when he focused on it, it came almost instantly.  He still did not quite believe that he could do this, taking in the blue aura around him, marveling at the energizing feeling it produced.  Tomaris did not have him do anything with it, simply hold it and try to draw more.
 
   "As you become more familiar with your power and use it more often, you will find that the amount you can use will increase."  Tomaris said as he slowly walked around Jake, looking closely at his aura.  "However, you will eventually reach a point where you can use so much and no more."
 
   "Why is that?"  Jake asked, somewhat absently, focusing on trying to increase what he was holding.
 
   "Because we are mortal, child."  Tomaris replied.  His face took on a faraway look.  "Man is a being of both the physical and spiritual realms.  It is the spiritual component, the part of you that will live on after your body dies, which enables you to use this power.  Always remember that it originates in the spiritual realm, not from this world."
 
   "Then why can't I do this on Earth?"  Jake asked, perplexed.  His aura pulsed as he drew more in.  "Men live there as well."
 
   "True, but you don't have to face the demons like the people of this world."  Tomaris replied.  "The power that the clerics wield is a gift to the people to defend against powerful spiritual beings in the physical world.  If the demons invaded your world, it is likely that the Creator would share His Light there as well."
 
   "I see."  Jake said, returning to watching his glowing form.  As he took in the shimmering blue light, it prompted a question he had been wondering about.
 
   "So how is this magic different from the clerics?"  Jake asked.  "If it all comes from the same source, shouldn't we do the same things?"
 
   "Come over to the window, Jake."  Tomaris replied, stopping to pick up a crystal from a shelf, then headed to the window.  When Jake came up next to him, he held the crystal in the sunlight, a rainbow of colors appearing on the window shelf.  "The magic you wield comes from the same source as the clerics.  You borrow, in a way, your power from the Light.  Consider these colors.  They come from the same light, yet each is different in its way."
 
   "I understand that."  Jake interjected.  "I learned in my science classes that what we see as visible light is actually made up of various wavelengths of light.  The red,..." he said as he pointed to the red area of the rainbow "...its wavelength is longer, while the blue has a shorter wavelength.  Our eyes are simply not designed to differentiate the separate wavelengths."
 
   "Since the source is the Light, they both provide defense against the demons' dark power."  Tomaris said, smiling at Jake's explanation.  "But the clerics' power is focused on healing.  Yours is not of the same...'wavelength' you called it.  It does not seem to have healing properties like the clerics'.  I will have to give it more thought, but your power seems to be in direct opposition to the demons'.  If that is the case, as you grow stronger, it should be more effective against our enemies than a cleric with similar power."
 
   He paused, looking Jake in the eyes.  "But always remember that you are also a mortal and physical being.  Your body was not originally created to channel this power.  Since it comes from the same Creator that made you, it does not do lasting harm, but it is a stressor on the body.  The more you use, the more stress on the body.  That is why you passed out after your first use in the woods.  The sudden use simply overwhelmed your body, which was not prepared for using such might."
 
   Tomaris continued.  "Now that you have conscious control of it, if you are simply holding it or using it in short bursts, you will probably not notice.  But if you have to use it continuously and in large amounts, you will find that the body will eventually tire and weaken.  As the body weakens, your ability to use the power will also weaken."  He gave Jake a reassuring smile.  "Fortunately, those effects are usually remedied by sleep.  According to his letter, our friend Jonas found that out when he was forced to use more power than he had previously, during and after the battle in the city."
 
   "You can release the power now, Jake."  Tomaris said.  "You should go rest and relax.  Tomorrow, we will begin to explore its uses."
 
   Jake released the power, said good-night to Tomaris and headed to his room.  Dominic was not in his room when Jake arrived, so he went out to enjoy the late afternoon on the balcony.  As he sat there, he would call up and release the power.  So focused on the sensations that the power caused, he did not realize that Dominic had come into his room until he spoke.
 
   "Playing, I see."  Dominic said from behind him.  Startled, Jake turned to face him.  "You remind me of a young soldier who received his sword for the first time.  I have seen them drawing it over and over again, just to see and feel it."  He looked at Jake, eyes serious.  "This power is not a plaything, boy.  It is a weapon to be used when needed.  I hope you understand that."
 
   Jake released his magic, flushing with embarrassment from Dominic's words.  "I understand, Dominic.  I was simply practicing calling it up."
 
   "Leave over for now."  Dominic replied, making a dismissing gesture with his hand.  "We are invited to join Moshanna for the evening meal with his officers.  Wash up and we'll go."
 
   As he had said, Tomaris began to instruct Jake on how to use his magic in their next session.  He started on how to defend against attacks.  "Holding the power provides a defense in itself.  It will deflect the demons' power, but not as effectively as when you focus it to specifically repel the attack."
 
   He reached over and tapped Jake's breastplate.  "Think of it as your armor.  Just wearing it gives you protection.  But if an arrow is coming towards your front, your armor may or may not stop it, depending on its weight and the force behind it.  But what if you could, with a thought, bring more of the armor from the back of your breastplate to the front, or increase the angle of the metal?  You could make sure that the arrow is deflected or does not penetrate."
 
   "Your power is the same.  By focusing it, shaping its use, it becomes more effective."  He continued.  "The use of the power is a matter of thought.  If you are being attacked, you focus it to defend against that attack.  You may encounter some of our enemies that have enough power to overwhelm yours if it is not focused."
 
   Tomaris had Jake imagine a demon was attacking him from the front.  "Its power is coming for you."  He said softly.  "You want to defend against it.  Think about your magic strengthening in front of you."
 
   Jake concentrated, following Tomaris' instruction.  As he watched, his aura seemed to brighten slightly.  That was all that seemed to happen.  He looked over at Tomaris.  "Was that it?"
 
   "Yes, child."  Tomaris said, pleased with what he saw.  "It may not look like much, but that proved that you can control it.  As you progress, you will see that this was a good first step.  Do not expect to be a master of it within a few days.  Try it again."
 
   As Jake again focused his power to defend, Tomaris suddenly picked up and threw a small piece of rock that was on the table at Jake.  It pinged off of his breastplate, falling to the floor.  Jake's power winked out as it took him by surprise.  "What was that about?"  He demanded.
 
   "One of the reasons I am having you continue training with Dominic is that this power is only of use against the demons or the minions corrupted by their evil power."  Tomaris said.  "As you just saw, it will not stop ordinary objects.  I told you it was not of the physical world."
 
   He smiled at Jake as he came over and picked up the rock.  "Enough for the day.  Go rest.  I will see you tomorrow."
 
   In their training sessions, Dominic continued to press Jake.  Jake was getting better at defending, so his bruises were becoming less, but was still not able to successfully land his own attacks.  When his duties did not require his presence, Deepwood would often sit and observe, offering some advice along with Dominic's.  Dominic did not seem to mind this, which struck Jake as odd, knowing that Dominic had his own ideas about things.  He asked him about it after one session.
 
   "You should listen to Moshanna; he has some good advice."  Dominic said as he put away the practice swords.  "He is a professional and competent soldier.  I have had some discussions with him and his men, who all claim he is a great swordsman, so I have a sense of his abilities."  He gave a slight smile.  "I will tell you privately if I disagree with him."
 
   Like in Sanduas, groups of Deepwood's soldiers would observe Jake's training at a respectful distance.  After Dominic and Deepwood had a discussion about it at one of their meals, Deepwood began to task some of his soldiers to come to the training to spar with Jake.  Jake found these exciting, especially with the additional padding and armor absorbing most of the blows rather than his body, since he knew he had a better chance against them than Dominic.  He did not win many at first, but gradually began to hold his own.
 
   He also continued to get better control of his magic.  Tomaris began to instruct him on using it as a weapon.  He had him practice attacking imaginary demons around his study.  Jake would release bolts of blue fire at various objects, the bolts doing no damage to anything.
 
   "It doesn't seem to do much."  He muttered, hoping for more.
 
   "As I told you before, that is because the demons' power is not present.  It will only harm someone under a demon's dominion.  Here…" Tomaris said, pointing at his chest "…attack me as if I were a demon.  Trust me, child, you cannot do any harm."
 
   Jake sent his magic out as he had been taught.  It surrounded Tomaris, who simply stared back, smiling.  Seeing that it was as Tomaris said, Jake dropped the attack.  "Why is that?"  He asked.
 
   "Because we are all creatures of the Light."  Tomaris replied.  "Therefore, the Light cannot harm those not of the Darkness."
 
   "However, you can use it to block other magics, such as the clerics.  Try and defend against this, Jake."  Jake focused on using it for defense when Tomaris gestured towards him.  He felt something press against his power, then slide off like a raindrop on a windshield.
 
   "You see."  Tomaris said.  "There was no damage done, since they were not in opposition.  Try and attack me again."
 
   Jake sent a bolt of power towards Tomaris.  He watched as the bolt flowed around Tomaris, not touching him.
 
   Jake was curious on how Tomaris did the things he did.  He had never seen an aura around him.  When he asked, Tomaris simply smiled and said.  "We all have our secrets, Jake."
 
   ...
 
   A few days later, as he was heading down to eat dinner, the messenger Tomaris sent to Sanduas returned.  Both Tomaris and Dominic received parchments closed with the seal of the Temple.  Jake was pleased when the messenger produced two letters for him, from Madalin and Hailyn.  He took them with him to the barrack's dining hall.
 
   He got his food and sat down with Dominic and Deepwood.  After shoveling in a few bites, he took out his letters and opened Madalin's first.  She let him know that both she and Norlan were glad that he was safe, as well as how they missed him.  Cherise was improving daily and his friends at the smithy sent their best.  She asked that Jake write her as often as he could, so she would not worry about him.
 
   Hailyn's letter also expressed her happiness that he was safe and doing well.  She informed him that Jonas told her that she was close to taking her final tests as an apprentice.  She closed with a request for more letters and a line that caught his attention.  "I miss our rides together.  Please come back to me as soon as you can."
 
   He was sitting there, lost in thought as he mulled that over, when Dominic suddenly flicked him on the head with his finger, hard.  He gave a little yelp and started from that, grabbing his head.  "Are you still here, boy?"  Dominic growled.  "Moshanna asked you a question."
 
   Rubbing his head, Jake glared at Dominic for a moment, who simply smiled at that, then turned to Deepwood.  "I'm sorry, Captain Deepwood.  What was your question?"
 
   "I was speaking to Dominic about going into Numaria tomorrow."  Deepwood responded, a sympathetic smile on his face.  "I want to check on my men stationed there.  I asked if you wanted to go along.  I will speak with Tomaris, if you like."
 
   "That would be great, Captain Deepwood."  Jake said, the pain forgotten for a moment.  "It would be nice to get out for a day."
 
   "We will leave after the morning meal."  Deepwood said, standing.  "I will have my stablehands have your horses ready."
 
   The next morning, as the group was preparing to leave, Jake was glad to be back on Dontas' back, looking forward to a ride.  Dontas was anxious to be out as well, shifting and stomping his hooves; Jake controlling him with short tugs on the reins.  Along with Dominic and Captain Deepwood, ten soldiers were accompanying them.
 
   Soon, all were ready and they rode through the tunnel to the main hall, then out of the entrance towards the garden.  Jake could see several people were in the garden, taking in the morning light.  He had gone to the garden several times, the lush greens and other colors refreshing after being surrounded by the gray stone of the Keep.  He had found them peaceful and restful, lying on the grass, staring up at the sky and stars.
 
   They passed out of the main gate, Deepwood returning the salutes of the soldiers stationed there, and picked up the pace.  Jake took in the surroundings as they rode.  The tall evergreen trees that grew on the mountains contrasted with the gray stones and the blue sky.  He saw birds winging between trees, hearing bits of their songs through the rumble of the horses' hooves.  The road made several curves, then straightened out.
 
   After several miles, the terrain began to change as they rode into the foothills.  The evergreens gave way to a variety of deciduous trees lining the hills.  On the horizon beyond the hills, Jake could just make out the open grasslands of northern Sanduas and southern Beragan.  They rode through the hills, passing other travelers on the road, including a couple of large slow-moving flatbed wagons, pulled by teams of eight to ten horses, loaded with fallen trees, and finally reached Numaria.
 
   Numaria was a medium-sized stone-walled town, situated at the foot of the hills, facing out towards the grasslands.  Jake saw that it was a lively place, with a lot of hustle and bustle going on.  Down the road from the town was a large area, surrounded by a tall wooden fence, where the wagons carrying the trees were headed.  He asked Deepwood about it.
 
   "It is the lumber yard and sales area."  He replied.  "Logging is a big business here, with the finished lumber shipped off to the various cities.  My soldiers are here to help the locals deal with the influx of wagon teams, loggers and the merchants who buy the wood.  Add alcohol from the taverns and their disagreements can get out of hand."
 
   They rode up to the town gates, greeted by the soldiers standing with what Deepwood identified as the town watch.  Jake noticed that the men in the town watch wore matching brown leather jerkins and pants, carrying daggers on their belts and cudgels on their shoulders.  They seemed a rough bunch compared to Deepwood's polished soldiers.
 
   After a quick conversation with the soldiers and town watch, they continued on into the town, passing slowly through the crowded streets.
 
   ...
 
   Martis was standing outside a tavern, watching the crowd passing by.  He had been in this miserable town for several weeks now, not sure what to do.  He had been shaken by the sudden disappearance of the demon, but could not decide his next course.  He and his men had not heard of anyone who had seen the boy pass through.  He had heard some say that a boy like that was at the Keep, but he could not confirm it was the boy they were looking for.  Unsure if or when the demon would suddenly reappear, he knew he needed proof before he left this place.
 
   So he sat here, watching his coin dwindle as his men drank and grumbled.  Frader and Ranech were growing impatient with the delay.  They wanted to go up and scout out the Keep to see if they could find the boy.  Having seen the hesitation that the demon had even coming to this area, he was not about to risk the Keep.
 
   He was standing there, not really paying attention, when a large party of soldiers rode by on horses.  He glanced up and, to his shock, saw the boy and the scarred warrior Dominic riding with them.  Frozen by his surprise, he simply stood there and stared.  He watched as the boy turned towards him and saw him staring.  Martis, realizing that he was exposed, gave a sudden start, a cold sweat bursting from his pores, and ran back into the tavern, collecting his men and running out the back door.
 
   ...
 
   Jake pulled Dontas to a stop, staring at the entrance to the tavern, the soldiers behind him doing the same.  That white-haired older man had been looking right at him.  He knew beyond a doubt that the man was the same one he had seen in Sanduas.  He had a familiar look about him that tickled some memory of Jake's, but he could still not place him.
 
   Dominic, glancing back, noticed that he had stopped.  "What is it?"  He asked, looking around.  Deepwood also halted and signaled his men to do the same.
 
   Jake rode over to Dominic and pointed at the tavern.  "I think I just saw the same white-haired man that was staring at me in Sanduas."  As Dominic looked over and gripped his sword, a dangerous look on his face, the image seemed to connect the dots and triggered Jake's memory.
 
   "It was the merchant!"  He said excitedly.  "The one we met on the way to Sanduas.  I knew he looked familiar!  I can't believe I didn't place him before.  I glanced over and he was standing there, looking right at me.  As soon as he saw that I noticed, he turned and ran back inside."
 
   Dominic was out of his saddle in an instant.  "Stay here" was all he said as he headed into the tavern, Deepwood right behind.  They were inside for a few minutes, then came back out.
 
   Dominic came over to Jake while Deepwood motioned for a couple of soldiers to dismount.  "A white-haired man and two others ran out of the back entrance of the tavern.  I went out back, but they were gone."  Dominic said.  "Moshanna is going to leave a couple of soldiers to get descriptions of the men from the other patrons and then have the town watch search for them."
 
   Dominic and Deepwood climbed back on their horses, starting the group back into motion.  Dominic rode next to Jake, his gaze watching for any threat.  They reached the soldiers' barracks without incident.  Jake and Dominic followed Deepwood inside.  They were seated at a table and water was brought for them while Deepwood met with his officers in another room.
 
   After he was finished, they headed back towards the town gate.  Both Dominic and Deepwood rode close to Jake as they made their way through the crowds.  They cleared the town without incident and headed back to the Keep.  Jake turned around to look at the town, wondering if he would ever be able to go somewhere without feeling like someone was after him.
 
   A couple of days later, Jake was taking a break in his training with Dominic when Deepwood came to update them.  "My men and the town watch searched the entire town, but found no trace of the men.  It is likely that they escaped right after Jake saw the old man.  The gates guards remember a fat man riding by on a wagon, but he was alone.  They sent out a patrol to see if they could find him, but had no luck.  They will arrest any of the men if they return."
 
   "Thank you, Moshanna."  Dominic said, standing with his arms crossed.  "If you can get the descriptions for me, I will send them to Sanduas with the next messenger."
 
   "Of course, Dominic."  Deepwood replied.  He patted Jake on the shoulder.  "Do not fear, Jake.  You are safe enough here.  All of my soldiers were given descriptions of these men.  They would have to be complete fools to try to enter here."
 
   "Thank you, Captain Deepwood."  Jake replied, still uneasy about the fact that these men were out there.
 
   ...
 
   Over the next few weeks, those concerns dropped away as he continued to train.  Dominic used the incident to emphasize the need to stay focused and pushed Jake harder.  Tomaris had been concerned when told about the incident in Numaria, but reassured Jake of his safety at the Keep.
 
   "While I am here, there is no enemy that can reach you, Jake."  Tomaris had said firmly.
 
   One day, Jake was sparring with one of the soldiers, a younger man only a few years older, when he twisted his knee trying to avoid a blow.  He felt something pop and then pain started shooting up his leg.  He waved off his opponent and hopped over to one of the posts that made up the edge of the training area, gritting his teeth and cursing under his breath.
 
   As Jake leaned against the post, Dominic came over and knelt down next to him, feeling along the knee.  Jake winced as Dominic pushed down on areas around the knee.
 
   "Well, you may have done some serious damage."  Dominic said, shaking his head.  "If we were at Sanduas, I would have Jonas or the girl look at it."
 
   "Tomaris can help, Dominic."  Deepwood said, as he came over.  He helped Dominic take Jake to a nearby bench and sent a soldier to get Tomaris.
 
   The soldiers were still standing around the training area when Deepwood asked Dominic if he would like a sparring session while they waited.  Dominic asked who he wanted to be his sparring partner, glancing at the soldiers, but Deepwood said.  "I would be honored, if you are willing."
 
   Dominic simply nodded and the two men entered the ring.  The soldiers realized what was happening and began to gather around the edge.  Jake, still grasping his leg, had a clear view of the training ring from his bench.
 
   Dominic and Deepwood squared off in the middle of the ring.  There was a moment of stillness, then with a flurry of metal, they came together.  Jake, pain suddenly forgotten, watched in amazement.  Their swords were blurs as they traded blows, the ringing of the metal sounding out in the sudden silence.  They seemed to dance as they moved, swords clashing.  Then, abruptly, they parted, Deepwood indicating he had been hit.  Jake did not even see it happen.
 
   They took up positions again, then started.  As before, Jake was having trouble following the blows when they parted again, this time Dominic indicating a hit.  While the soldiers watching suddenly cheered for their captain, Jake was stunned.  He was used to Dominic's seeming invincibility.
 
   The two men continued for five rounds, neither saying a word.  When they broke for the last time and saluted each other with their swords, the final tally was Dominic with three scores to Deepwood's two.  Deepwood sent his soldiers back to their duties while Dominic came back over to Jake.
 
   "I can't believe it was that close."  Jake said quietly as Dominic sat down next to him.
 
   "Why do you say that?"  Dominic asked, an eyebrow going up.
 
   "I have seen you take out eight half-men by yourself."  Jake replied, incredulous.  "I just thought that there was no one that could touch you one-on-one."
 
   Dominic laughed, the first full laugh Jake had heard from him.  "I appreciate your confidence in my skills, but I didn't get all these scars because I felt like it.  There is always someone better than you, boy; never forget that.  As I said before, it is the will to survive that wins in combat."
 
   He continued.  "Also, Moshanna is very good.  He is fast, strong and does not make the same mistake twice.  His soldiers are lucky to have such a commander."
 
   Jake sat there quietly, while Dominic stood and went over to talk with Deepwood.  With all of the excitement done, the pain in his knee started to bother him again.  He was holding his knee, looking out over the field, trying to distract himself from the pain, when Tomaris appeared.
 
   "I hear that you have had an injury, Jake."  He said as he knelt down to take Jake's knee in his hands.  A look of concentration came over his face, then Jake felt the pain just fade away, nothing at all like when the clerics healed him.  Tomaris smiled and stood.
 
   "Stand up and see how it feels."  Tomaris told Jake.
 
   Jake stood, no pain at all.  He jogged in place, then did some kicks, the knee feeling fine.
 
   "How did you do that?"  Jake asked incredulously.
 
   Tomaris just smiled and said.  "I will see you at our session."  He turned and went back inside the Keep.
 
   ...
 
   Keria was finishing her letter, sealing it with the royal seal, when Nataly came into her bedroom.  "Forgive me, Highness, but Marcus is here for you."
 
   Keria sighed, then stood.  She handed the letter to Nataly.  "Please ensure that the messenger gets this before he leaves."  Nataly gave a quick curtsy, then followed Keria into the waiting area.
 
   As she entered, she saw Marcus standing there, waiting impatiently.  She did feel a slight flush as she looked at him, handsome as always.  He had made his intentions towards her clear.  Unfortunately for him, her father would not approve of his courtship.
 
   "Good afternoon, Marcus."  She said pleasantly, smiling at him.  "Why the sudden visit?"
 
   "I have heard about your trip."  He replied, giving her a short bow.  "You must speak to the king.  I want the honor of escorting you to the wedding."
 
   "I will ask my father, but how did you find out?"  She asked.  The trip was supposed to be kept secret until she left.
 
   "I have my sources."  He said, crossing his arms, clearly not going to say more.
 
   She sighed.  He could be so stubborn at times.  It had to be one of his friends in the Royal Guards.
 
   Worried that Nataly would miss the messenger, she motioned for him to follow her out into the hallway.  She walked quickly as they made their way down towards the main floor.
 
   "I will speak to my father tonight after the evening meal."  She said warmly.  "You should accompany me to help persuade him since time is short."  She lowered her voice, speaking quietly.  "I am supposed to leave in the morning."
 
   They continued on, unaware of the figure that stepped out from a darkened alcove.  He would have to send his own message.
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   Occasionally having to apologize for bumping into someone, Jake made his way up to Tomaris' study for his regular training session, oblivious to the people passing around him, his focus on the letter in his hand.  He had re-read it multiple times since it arrived, the parchment wrinkled from the repetitive opening and closing, as well as getting scrunched up in his pocket.  He brought it up to his face and sniffed; he could still faintly smell the perfume that had been applied to it.
 
   A rider wearing the signal of Sanduas had shown up at the gates about a week ago, announcing that he brought messages.  Jake had been shocked when, after delivering messages for Tomaris and Dominic, the man had pulled out this letter.  It was on fine parchment and sealed, the royal seal outlined in the wax, addressed to Jake.  When he took it, he noticed that it had the scent of a familiar perfume, the one that Keria wore.  Dominic had taken one look at the seal and walked away, shaking his head.
 
   Barely dodging a servant with a basket full of clothes, Jake looked back at the letter.  It was written in a neat and flowing script.  He read it again.
 
   My Dearest Jake,
 
   I was very upset with you when you left without saying goodbye or leaving a message.  However, Bother Jonas has met with and explained to me the reasons that required you to leave in that manner.  I forgive you for the hurt your sudden departure caused me and I am glad you are safe and sound.
 
   It is very exciting to hear that you have this mysterious magic.  Learn well so you may become a powerful hero.  Surely, with such power, my father will reconsider his foolish demand.
 
   I'm leaving tomorrow and traveling to Morisan to attend my cousin's wedding.  I had to beg my father to let me go, but he finally relented.  I will be gone for a couple of weeks, but hope that when I return, you will have finished your training and are back in Sanduas.  I pray that we can see each other very soon.  Please stay safe and come back to me.
 
   With all my affection,
 
   Keria
 
   As he re-read the letter, he wondered when he would be allowed to return.  He had been at the Keep for two months now, the people and halls becoming familiar, the time passing quickly as he trained.  While he was pleased with his progress and Tomaris was a gentle teacher, he was starting to feel the need to return to Sanduas.
 
   Jake shook off his thoughts and put the letter away when he reached Tomaris' study.  He knocked and went in.  Tomaris was sitting in his chair, eyes closed.  He did not respond to Jake's presence at first, only opening his eyes when Jake was close.  "Hello, Jake.  How was your training?"
 
   "The usual, Tomaris."  Jake said, smiling, rubbing his forearms.
 
   "If you will forgive me, we will not have a session this afternoon."  Tomaris said.  "I have some business that requires my attention."  He smiled at Jake.  "You can go relax if you like."
 
   "Of course, Tomaris."  Jake said.  "I will see you tomorrow."
 
   ...
 
   Later that evening, Jake was sitting at his desk, his letter pinned down by the inkwell, facing towards the patio doorway, enjoying the cool night breeze that rolled in as he thought of Keria.  After several large yawns, he was considering going to bed when there was a gentle knock at his door.  He went to the door and was surprised to find Tomaris on the other side.  He started to step aside to let him in, but Tomaris held up a hand.
 
   "I apologize for the late hour."  He said quietly.  "But I would like you to come with me.  Please bring your armor, but you can leave your sword."
 
   Jake did not hesitate, but went over and grabbed his breastplate.  "Should I get Dominic?"  He asked when he returned.
 
   "No, Jake.  This matter is for you alone."  Tomaris said quietly.  He turned and began to walk back down the hallway.
 
   Jake shrugged on his breastplate as he closed his door and followed Tomaris.  He worked on the buckles as they made their way back down to Tomaris' study.  Once inside, Tomaris went over to a shelf and did something Jake could not see.  He was startled when the bookshelf slid to the side, revealing a rough-cut passageway.
 
   Tomaris gestured and a small ball of light, similar to the ones in the main hall, appeared in the air above him.  Tomaris looked back at Jake with an unreadable expression on his face and motioned him to follow.  Tomaris headed into the tunnel, Jake right behind.  After they were inside, the shelf slid back into place with a wooden thump, the tunnel turning dark, the only light the glowing ball.
 
   "Where are we going?"  Jake asked, starting to feel a little nervous.
 
   "I will explain when we get there, child."  Tomaris said as he set a surprisingly quick pace.  They went down the tunnel, the soft sound of their feet magnifying and echoing as they moved.  The tunnel sloped downward, so Jake knew they were heading deeper into the mountain.
 
   After around ten minutes of following that small ball of light, Jake could see another light source glowing ahead.  After walking down that dark rough tunnel, it was a shock when they turned a corner and stepped into a long and wide hallway with a smooth floor.  There were three large iron-bound doors on each side of the hallway and another at the end.  The one at the end was glowing with a golden-white light that lit the hall.
 
   Tomaris walked down that that door, then turned to face Jake, lined face serious.  "Jake, I have brought you here for a final test."  He said solemnly.  "I have a task that will require me to leave for a period of time.  I depart tomorrow and you and Dominic will return to Sanduas."  He reached over to grasp Jake's arm.  "You have made good progress in learning your power, but I have to know that you are ready before I go."
 
   He turned back and gestured towards the glowing door.  "Through that door lies a test that only you can face.  You will have to master your fears while controlling your power."  He paused, then spoke again, voice serious and sad.  "There is also danger, child.  This test will put you at risk, both physically and mentally.  You must hold your courage and be prepared to defend yourself.  Do you understand?"
 
   Jake, still unsure of what was happening, was silent for a moment.  "I understand what you said."  He finally replied.  "But why do I need this test?"
 
   "It is a critical test."  Tomaris stated.  "You will leave here and head back out into the world, with only your power to defend your life.  Always remember that our enemies are after you.  If you cannot pass this test, then it is likely that they will have you."  He paused, then spoke.  "I ask you to trust me in this, Jake.  The test is dangerous, but I believe that you have it within you to succeed."
 
   Jake shrugged his shoulders, adjusting his breastplate.  He fought down his nervousness and worry and spoke, trying to sound resolute.  "If you say I have to pass this test, then let's do it."
 
   Tomaris nodded and gestured at the door.  The light vanished, but his floating ball of light glowed brighter to make up for it.  Tomaris reached over and opened the door to reveal another tunnel, its path dark.  He reached over to place a hand on Jake's shoulder, his eyes kind.  "Be courageous, child, and remember our lessons.  May the Creator grant you success."
 
   Jake called up his power, feeling it fill him, his form glowing brightly in the low light.  He took a deep breath, then headed into the tunnel.  He was only a few feet in when he heard the door close behind him, its light suddenly shining again.  He tried to put that out of his mind and continued down the tunnel, fighting down his unease.
 
   After another twenty feet or so, the tunnel opened up into a small cave, only about fifty feet wide.  It seemed natural, its roof and walls rough and uneven.  Only the floor looked like it had been worked, level and smoother than the rest of the cave.  What was not natural was the faint ball of light that hung at the top of the cave and the wall of light, the same color as the door, which filled the back wall of the cave.
 
   As Jake stood there, the wall suddenly vanished, leaving the ball of light and Jake's own form as the only sources of light.  Where the wall had been, Jake could make out the outline of a shadowy alcove in the cave wall, the alcove itself black as the cave light did not reach it.  Jake felt the cold grip of fear as he looked at that dark opening.
 
   "So, he expects you to be my executioner, does he?"  An inhuman voice spoke from the darkness.  Jake watched disbelieving as an Imp came out into the light.  It was dressed in a cowled robe, the cowl thrown back, revealing its scaly face.  Its clawed hands flexed as it moved closer towards Jake.  "You will find that I am not easy meat, boy.  I have existed since before the creation of your puny world."
 
   "Stay back."  Jake said, involuntary stepping back, as he drew more of his power in, sweat suddenly running down his spine.  He tried to recall his lessons, but his mind seemed frozen.  The Imp took a few more steps, as if to signal that Jake's warning had no effect on it, then stopped.
 
   "You don't need to die like this, boy."  The demon called Rigil said, voice taking on a compelling tone, as it grinned, sharp teeth reflecting the light.  "You do not realize the power you could wield if you came to us.  You will have position and wealth.  You can have any female you desire.  All you have to do is agree to serve us."
 
   "I don't believe you."  Jake said nervously, trying to reach the calm that Dominic had been teaching him.  He could not shake off the fear.  "I have seen what you and your followers do."
 
   "You mean the city?"  The demon asked, its eyes pits of darkness.  "That was just because we had no other way to reach you."  It paused, then spoke again, its cold voice soft.  "Listen, boy, you should not believe the stories that you are told.  We are not what you have been led to believe."
 
   Rigil's voice became smooth, though still inhuman.  "We did not defy the Creator.  We were exiled because we opposed some of our brothers when they sought to convince the Creator to reverse His original plan for us to rule over the worlds created, with man to serve us.  They are the ones who poisoned Him against us, claiming a non-existent rebellion.  It was their jealousy that caused us to be sent out from His Light.  We only seek to claim what was our birthright."
 
   Jake, keeping his eyes on the demon, watching for any movement, shook his head.  "I think you are making that up.  I'm not that stupid."  He said softly, but defiantly.
 
   The Imp's lips curled into a snarl and its form was suddenly surrounded by its dark power.  "You are stupid, boy, if you think you can defy me.  Whatever you think you have been taught about power, I will show you that it was not enough."  A bolt of fiery darkness leapt from its hands towards Jake, crashing into his hastily raised shield of power.  The clash of conflicting magics echoed off of the cave walls, reverberating and magnifying.
 
   Jake, staggering back from the impact, found himself suddenly calm, as if a blanket was placed over his fear.  He launched a counter-attack, a brilliant beam of blue fire striking the demon, forcing it back a step.  The demon's power blocked most of the attack, shielding it, though its form steamed.
 
   Jake, remembering Dominic's instruction on the advantage of movement, started to slide to his side, trying to be a moving target, defending as the demon attacked.  He was able to block the attacks while continuing to launch his own.  The cave seemed to shudder as the air was suddenly full of conflicting dark and blue fire, the noise from the colliding powers drowning out all other sounds, the light blinding.
 
   As Jake was closing with it, pressing an attack, the demon changed its tactics.  It suddenly moved, leaping to its side, then launching itself back at Jake, claws extended.  Jake, taken by surprise, threw himself back.
 
   He was too late as the demon's claws raked across his breastplate, peeling back the metal in a squeal of protesting steel.  Jake felt the claws reach his flesh, streaks of fire as they ripped into his chest and shoulder as it passed.  With a scream of pain, Jake unleashed a blast of power that sent the demon tumbling away, its form landing next to a wall, steaming.
 
   Jake staggered back to his feet, in agony and feeling the blood running down his body, his left arm not seeming to work properly.  He felt light-headed and knew he needed to finish this or he may pass out.  He launched his magic at the demon as it was climbing off the floor, pressing and surrounding it with blue fire.  The demon resisted Jake's magic, pushing out with its dark power, screaming in an unfamiliar language.  Jake could feel his strength fading and tried to force more of his power at the demon, knowing he was dead if he could not.  For several terrifying moments, the battle was balanced, then, with a final bright pulse, Jake's power broke though the demon's defenses.  It screamed briefly, a chilling cry of pain and fear, then cut off as Jake's power raced through it, its form exploding into ash, the sound deafening in the confines of the cave.
 
   Jake fell to his knees, grasping his wounds, ears ringing in the sudden silence, power gone.  His vision fading, he started to fall forward when he felt hands on his shoulders, pulling and laying him down on his back.
 
   He looked up to see Tomaris kneeling next to him, the ball of light near the ceiling flaring, driving away the shadows.  Tomaris reached over and laid a hand on Jake's forehead.  Jake saw nothing, but suddenly felt his wounds closing, the pain gone, his strength returning.  Tomaris stood up and reached down to help Jake to his feet.
 
   "Are you alright, child?"  Tomaris asked gently, lined face concerned.
 
   "Why didn't you tell me?"  Jake demanded, stepping away, feeling suddenly angry.  "You could have at least warned me."
 
   "I told you that this test held danger, Jake."  Tomaris said calmly, watching Jake closely.  "I had to know that you can deal with the unexpected.  How would you have responded if I had told you that a demon was behind the door?  Do you think you would have reacted the same way?  Would you even have gone in?"
 
   "Maybe, maybe not."  Jake replied, feeling stubborn.  "I deserved a warning."
 
   "Do you believe that our enemies will always give you warning before they attack?"  Tomaris asked, voice gentle.  "While you may not like my method, you have proven that you can stand against their power.  Knowing this, you are ready if you are confronted by them again."
 
   "That's true, but it seems like there had to be a better way to prove that than nearly getting me killed."  Jake said.
 
   "I am sorry for the pain this has caused, Jake."  Tomaris said sincerely.  "However, many tests that we face are often not ones we would choose."  He reached out and grasped Jake's arm.  "I have grown fond of you and would not have allowed the demon to kill you.  I was prepared to come to your aid, if needed."
 
   Jake nodded, brooding, still feeling wound up and angry.  Tomaris sighed and released his arm.  "Let us go back up and you can get some rest."  He said, moving towards the door.  Jake followed in silence.
 
   They made their way back up through Tomaris' study and returned to Jake's room.  As Jake made to go in, Tomaris stopped him.  "I know that you are angry with me, Jake.  I hope that after you have some time to think on it, you will be able to forgive me."  With that, he turned and slowly walked away.
 
   Jake went into his room, unbuckling and throwing his torn breastplate on the floor, the impact making a racket as the metal struck the stone floor.  He was stripping off his torn and bloody vest and shirt when the connecting door flew open and Dominic leapt into the room, dressed only in his pants, sword in hand.
 
   With a glance, Dominic took in the breastplate and bloody clothes.  He reached over and pulled the desk chair next to him and sat down, sword across his knees.  "What happened?"  He asked calmly.
 
   Jake sat down on the bed and told Dominic what had just occurred, from the time Tomaris first arrived until he returned to his room.  Dominic took in all in without comment, waiting until Jake finished.
 
   "So, what are you upset about?"  Dominic asked.
 
   "Are you serious?"  Jake said, voice rising, incredulous.  "He almost got me killed!"
 
   "Actually, it was the Imp that almost killed you, boy."  Dominic said, shaking his head.  "I would have liked to know about this test, so I could have helped prepare you, but I have to agree with Tomaris.  Having too much time to think on it may have changed your actions, possibly for the worse."
 
   He stood up, looking at Jake, eyes hard.  "Your training, with me and Tomaris, has been to prepare you to face the demons and their followers, not to keep you entertained.  The fact is that you would have had to face one eventually.  It was better to do it in a controlled environment."
 
   Jake sat there in stunned silence; he was not expecting that answer from Dominic.
 
   "Are you really that upset?"  Dominic asked, shaking his head, disbelieving.  "I don't understand why.  You were able to wield your power, face your enemy, one that sounded as if it was part of the attack on Sanduas, and emerge victorious.  You were able to avenge some of those victims and now know that you don't need to fear facing a demon.  That seems to be worth the scratches you got."  He headed back into his room.  "When you think about it, there was no lasting harm from this, only just retribution and lessons learned.  Get some sleep."  He closed the door behind him.
 
   Jake got up, stripped off his clothes and took a bath, soaking in the hot water, washing away the dried blood.  He ran his fingers over the unbroken skin on his chest, remembering the pain the demon inflicted.  He stayed in the bath until the water turned cold.  His emotions still roiling, he finally got out, dried off and crawled into the bed.  He tossed for a while, the cool air from outside helping to calm him down, then he fell into a dreamless sleep.
 
   ...
 
   Jake awoke when Dominic came into his room, shaking his head when he saw Jake still in bed.  The sun was up, its light streaming into the room.  "Get up, boy.  We have been asked to eat with Tomaris this morning."
 
   Jake got out of bed, last night seeming like a bad dream.  With Dominic standing there, watching, he quickly got dressed, then picked up his breastplate out of habit, letting it drop when he saw the gouges, remembering.
 
   "We will find you a replacement when we return to Sanduas."  Dominic said.  "Just get your sword."
 
   Jake belted on his sword and followed Dominic out into the hallway.  They went down the now-familiar way to Tomaris' hall.  When they entered, Tomaris was sitting in his chair, Captain Deepwood sitting next to him.  Dominic steered Jake into the other chair next to Tomaris, then sat down next to him.
 
   "I hope you had a good rest, Jake."  Tomaris said, eyes sympathetic.  "Have you found room in your heart to forgive me?"
 
   "Dominic and I talked last night, Tomaris."  Jake replied.  "Now that I have had time to think about it, I understand why you did what you did.  I still think I should have been told, but I don't hold that against you."
 
   "Thank you, Jake."  Tomaris said.  "There is more to your power that we will need to explore, but as I mentioned, I have to leave today.  I regret that we must part, but I will send word to Jonas when I return, so you can come back to further your training."  He looked over at Deepwood and nodded.  Deepwood left the room, but returned shortly with a couple of soldiers carrying several pieces of armor.  They placed them on the table, then left.
 
   "Since your armor was damaged, I wanted to present you with this to replace it."  Tomaris said, gesturing to the armor.  "You will need protection when you leave here."
 
   Jake picked up the breastplate, its metal shining, marveling how light it was.  At Tomaris' urging, he put the breastplate on, the fit perfect, commenting on its lightness.
 
   "It is made from a special alloy that I found in my readings."  Tomaris said.  "Despite its light weight, it is stronger that steel and will stop most blades and arrows.  Try on the rest."  He said, indicating the other pieces.
 
   As Jake was putting on the matching vambraces and leggings, servants came in, bringing trays of food.  Jake stood up, belting on his sword, looking down at the gleaming armor.  Tomaris seemed pleased at Jake's reaction and pulled out an open-faced helm from under his chair and handed it to Jake.  Jake put it on, surprised it fit so well.  It also seemed to have no weight.  He took it off and put it down on the table as he sat back down.
 
   "Thank you, Tomaris."  Jake said, enthusiasm in his voice.  "These are fantastic."
 
   "I am happy that you like them, Jake."  Tomaris replied.  He gestured at the food.  "Please eat.  We all have long days of travel in front of us."
 
   After they finished the meal, Tomaris rose from his chair, the others copying his example.  "It is here that we must say goodbye for now."  He said.  "I must attend to some things before I go.  I hope you won't mind that I will not see you off at the gates."
 
   He came over to Jake, taking his hand.  "May the Light of the Creator shine on you, Jake.  Remember our lessons as you venture forth.  I will send word when I return."  He thanked Dominic and wished him well, then left the room.
 
   Jake and Dominic went to their rooms to pack up their belongings.  They headed back down to the stable area to find that Captain Deepwood had their horses saddled and ready to go.  He also provided them with travel rations and extra feed for the horses.  Deepwood had his own horse saddled and rode with them to the gates.
 
   As they stopped just outside the gates, Dominic reached over and extended his hand to Deepwood.  "Thank you for your support, Moshanna.  If I can ever be of assistance, please send a message."
 
   "Thank you, Dominic.  I may take you up on that."  Deepwood replied, shaking Dominic's hand.  He gave a slight bow.  "It was an honor to spar with you."
 
   With a final nod, Dominic spurred Shadow forward, Jake right behind.  Jake looked back at the Keep, fixed it in his mind, then turn ahead, glad to be heading back to Sanduas.
 
   Standing alone on his balcony, Tomaris watched them go.
 
   ...
 
   In the late afternoon, far to the south, Keria was sitting pensive in her carriage, fanning herself while listening to the sounds of the soldiers marching alongside, providing her escort.  She glanced out the window, bored, and saw they had entered the stretch of Forest that extended out to the southern highway.  She turned back, Nataly sleeping across from her on the other seat, and returned to her thoughts.  She was glad to be returning to Sanduas, despite the fun she had at her cousin's wedding.  She just wished they could travel faster.
 
   Marcus had been furious when her father had forbidden him from accompanying her.  Her father felt that there would be too much temptation to allow them to travel together, far from the capital.  She was not going to argue with him since it had taken all of her persuasion just to get him to allow her to go to the wedding.  She liked Marcus; he was very handsome and had made clear his feelings towards her.  However, her thoughts had turned towards Jake.
 
   She mulled that over as she sat there.  Jake was handsome, as well, but there was something about his bumbling innocence that attracted her.  He seemed so earnest, well mannered and polite.  Maybe it was the fact that he was an outsider, someone that could take her as she was, not what she was.  Maybe it was because she knew her father disapproved.  She had enjoyed the kiss they shared and hoped he received her letter.  Maybe he will have returned by the time she arrived at the city.
 
   She was lost in those thoughts when the first scream sounded, a sharp cry of agony.  It took her a moment to realize what it was, then more sounded, the carriage suddenly racing ahead.  She looked out and saw that her personal guard had ridden up, surrounding her carriage, but through the small gaps, she saw the rest of her escorts fighting, the sound of weapons clashing reaching her ears.
 
   As she watched, a flight of arrows came arcing in, raking her guard.  Both men and horses went down, their screams ringing in her ears.  The carriage continued to race ahead as men were dying all around her.
 
   …
 
   Captain Armartas was riding nearly a half mile ahead of the main caravan, scouting the road.  He did not trust this section of the highway, the gently rolling hills making it hard to keep the whole caravan in sight, with trees on both sides of the road.  He had sent his scouts into the woods on both sides, but he had not heard any reports from them.  He could see the edge of the Forest ahead, where the trees fell back and the highway went back into the open plains.
 
   He only agreed to come on this mission after he was asked personally by the king.  He had not been thrilled about playing babysitter to the princess, especially since the king had sent dozens of solders, as well as cavalry and Royal Guards, to protect her.
 
   He slowed down, his two escort riders matching his pace, preparing to turn around when he heard the faint sounds of screams and fighting from behind.  He wheeled his horse around and saw the caravan under attack, black arrows coming out of the trees on both sides of the road and half-men appearing, weapons in hand.  The soldiers in the caravan were trying to form up when the half-men crashed into them, shattering the attempt at order.  The cavalry was racing to their aid when arrows began to target them, horses and men falling.  He could just make out the glowing figures of the clerics, near the royal carriage, eyes drawn by the streaks of dark fire that raced towards them.
 
   He was spurring his horse, charging back towards the caravan, riders at his side and sword in hand, when he saw one of the clerics take at least three arrows and fall out of her saddle, dead.  The other two clerics were still fighting, their magic flaring out to destroy the nearest half-men.  As Armartas raced closer, he saw a bolt of demon fire strike and consume a cleric's horse, the cleric tumbling to the ground.  The cleric had barely gotten to his feet when he was run through by a half-man spear.
 
   Several half-men ran out of the woods in front of Armartas, weapons ready.  He did not hesitate, but rode them down, his sword sweeping right and left, taking out two of them while his riders fought nearby.
 
   He started for another group close by when he felt a sudden burning, stabbing pain in his leg.  He glanced down to see a black shaft of an arrow sticking out of his thigh.  He tried to ignore the pain and spurred his horse forward when two more arrows flew out of the woods and stuck his horse.  The horse reared, screaming, and fell to its side.  With his leg injured, Armartas could not clear away from the saddle and the horse landed on his leg, shattering it and pinning him under its writhing body.
 
   He tried to force himself to ignore the excruciating pain as he reached for his sword, which had landed next to him.  As he was stretching out his hand, a shadow fell over him.  He whipped his head around to see a half-man next to him, a bloody axe raised over his head.
 
   Then the axe came down.
 
   …
 
   Keria was cowering in the carriage, terrified, when it came to a sudden stop and her door slammed open.  She stifled a cry when she saw Costuas, bloody, an arrow in his side, motioning her to exit.  She grabbed Nataly's hand and jumped out.
 
   "Flee and hide in the woods, Princess."  Costuas said through gritted teeth as he pointed to the dark trees nearby.  "The caravan is lost.  Make your way north as you can.  I will stay and make them think you are still here.  Go!"
 
   Keria started forward when she felt Nataly release her hand.  She looked back at her and saw her reach over to pick up a fallen sword.  "Go, Princess.  I will stay with Costuas.  Between us, we will give you the time to escape."
 
   Keria turned back, tears streaming down her face, and raced into the woods.  She had only ran for a few moments when she heard Costuas cry out behind her, the ringing of metal on metal, then Nataly's wail of agony and the harsh laughter of half-men.  She ran on, terror taken over, oblivious to her direction.  She ran until she tripped over an exposed root.  Hearing the half-men behind her, she saw a large group of bushes ahead and crawled into them, cowering, praying that it would hide her, trying not to even breathe.
 
   Suddenly, she went cold, an even greater terror rising up.  The bushes abruptly parted and an Imp's face leaned in.  "Greetings, Princess."  It said, lips pulling back into a cruel smile, pointed teeth sharp and bright.  "Get up and come with me.  If you don't try anything foolish, I can guarantee your safety."
 
   Shaking from fear, Keria slowly stood up.  She tried to gain control of herself, but her tears continued to flow.  She shuddered when the demon grabbed her arm in its clawed hand, her flesh crawling where it touched her.  It guided her back out to her carriage.  She cried out and tried to avert her eyes as she saw the bodies of Costuas and Nataly, hacked and mangled.  The Imp pulled her past them and pushed her into the carriage.
 
   "Stay here, Princess.  You would not like what will happen if I have to chase you down."  The demon said, then left to go over to a group of half-men, slowly torturing a couple of wounded soldiers.
 
   "You idiots, I need one of them alive!"  The Imp yelled, striding over to them.  It backhanded one of the half-men, the man's head seeming to cave in, body collapsing to the ground.  It looked at the soldiers and selected the one that seemed the least injured, a young man not much older than Keria.  The demon made a sharp gesture at the other soldier and a half-man killed him with the swing of his sword.
 
   The Imp had the half-men put the selected soldier on a horse.  Keria saw the demon say something to the terrorized young man, pointing to the carriage.  The soldier nodded, then turned and raced away to the north, as fast as the horse would go.
 
   The Imp was joined by three more demons and their followers.  They had the half-men gather some horses to replace the dead ones on the carriage.  While the half-men complied, the demon that captured her climbed back into the carriage.  Shortly, the carriage was moving deeper into the Forest.
 
   "Obey my commands and you will not be hurt.  Disobey and I will give you to my followers as a plaything."  The Imp said, sitting across from her, black eyes glittering.  "Do you understand me, Princess?"  Keria nodded fearfully.
 
   "My father will pay you any ransom you ask."  Keria said softly, hesitantly.
 
   The demon laughed, cold and cruel.  "I am sure he would, but what makes you think we want ransom, foolish girl?"
 
   "Then why have I been taken, if not for ransom?"  Keria asked, frightened to hear the answer.
 
   "Simple, girl.  You're bait."  The demon said, smiling that frightening smile.
 
   "Bait?  Bait for who?"  She whispered.
 
   The demon only smiled wider.
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   In the dim light of the candles, Keria was lying down on the stone bench in her windowless cell, trying to gather her courage, not knowing whether it was day or night.  In the silence, she heard voices on the other side of the door, coming closer.  A chill descended on her, her body shivering uncontrollably, and she knew that a demon was coming for her.
 
   She had arrived the day before, after a three-day ride.  She had tried to leave clues behind, circumspectly pulling off some beads from her dress and dropping them on the ground, terrified that she would be caught.  Despite her fear, she had been treated correctly, despite the leering and comments of the half-men.
 
   When she arrived, she had been placed in the care of female guards and taken to the cell.  The guards were like the half-men, with that slightly crazed look, clearly under the influence of the demons.  She had food brought for her.  She was given a bucket of water to wash up and a plain woolen dress and sandals as a change of clothes.
 
   After ensuring that no one could see her, she had stripped off her clothes, dirty and stained with blood, and used the water to quickly bathe.  After her old clothes and bucket were taken away, she had no contact with anyone.
 
   Steeling her resolve, reminding herself that she was a princess and needed to act like it, she stood as she heard the lock on her cell rattle.  She watched as the guards came in, standing on either side of the door.  The doorway seemed to darken, the candles fading, as a figure entered her cell, ducking its head.
 
   She quivered with terror as it rose to its full height, standing nearly eight feet tall.  It was dressed in a dark, belted robe, but she could tell that it was muscular, with broad shoulders. Its hands were large, ending with short, sharp-looking claws.  Its face was surprising human-like, though hairless, with only its black eyes and pointed teeth standing out.
 
   "You are indeed lovely, Princess; more than the reports had indicted."  The figure said quietly, its deep voice echoing off the stone walls of her cell.  "I am Creatos, the lord of this place.  You are my guest and to be treated properly until I have the boy.  I plan on giving you to him as an incentive to obey me, so I want you unharmed…" it chuckled, an ugly sound "…and unspoiled."
 
   Creatos reached over to touch her face, caressing it.  Keria fought down the urge to scream.  "Lovely, indeed.  If he is stupid enough to refuse, I may keep you for myself after I kill him."  The demon said with a leer.
 
   Keria was terrified, but forced herself to ask.  "What boy is that?"
 
   Creatos laughed, the sound chilling Keria's soul.  "The boy from the other world, of course, this Jake Thomas."
 
   …
 
   It was late afternoon when Jake and Dominic rode up to the North Gate.  They had stayed on the main roads, Dominic deciding speed was better than stealth this time.  They had made good time, with Jake appreciating sleeping in a bed at the inns and waystations rather than on the ground.
 
   The guards saluted Dominic when he approached.  Dominic returned the salute as he rode past, Jake right behind him.  Dominic wanted to speak with Jonas first, before word of their return spread, so they headed directly to the Temple.  They rode up to the side of the Temple and dismounted.  Tying the horses off at the fence, they went through the gate and straight to Jonas' apartment.
 
   Dominic knocked on the door, waiting a few moments, then knocked again.  Shrugging his shoulders, he turned and went into the Temple.  He went over to the first cleric he saw, a pretty woman in her early thirties.  The woman gave a start at seeing him, then smiled warmly.
 
   "Sister, where is Jonas?"  Dominic asked politely.
 
   "He has gone to the palace to meet with the king, Dominic.  He will likely be there until this evening."  She replied, voice kind.  "You can wait for him in the library if you like."
 
   Dominic mulled it over for a moment.  "Thank you, Sister, but we will go to Mastersmith Norlan's home."  He finally said.  "Would you please inform Jonas that we are back when he returns?"
 
   "Of course, Dominic."  She said, giving him a slight bow.
 
   "Is Hailyn here?"  Jake asked, looking around.
 
   "She is currently busy in the healing clinic."  The cleric said, smiling at Jake's question.  "I will let her know you have returned when she is done with her duties."
 
   "Let's go, boy."  Dominic said, gesturing towards the door.  "I'm sure that Madalin will take it out of my hide if I do not bring you to her right away, to show her that you are still in one piece."
 
   They went out, mounted up and rode over to Norlan's.  Jake noticed the surprised looks and whispers as they rode through the city.  Remembering that some blamed him for the attack on the city, he hoped those stares and whispers were only for Dominic's return.
 
   After they tied off the horses, they headed to the front door and Dominic knocked on it.  After a few moments, Madalin opened the door.  Her eyes widened as she took in the two of them standing there, clearly stunned to see them, then without a word, came over to Jake and pulled him into a tight hug.
 
   Jake returned the embrace, surprised to see tears in her eyes when she let him go, a wide smile on her face.  She went over to hug Dominic as well, thanking him for returning Jake safely.
 
   "Come inside, both of you."  She said, wiping away her tears.  "Are you hungry?  I can make you something."
 
   "We had some rations on the road, Madalin."  Dominic said.  "There is no need to make anything special."  He glanced around.  "Is Norlan at the smithy?"
 
   "Yes."  She replied.  "I can go get him."
 
   "I can get him faster on Shadow."  Dominic said, turning back to the horses.  "Spend some time catching up with the boy."
 
   Madalin led Jake into the kitchen and sat him down at the table.  Before he knew it, she had a plate of fruit and some sweets in front of him.  As he gratefully ate, he wondered where Cherise was and asked.
 
   "She is at a friend's house tonight."  Madalin said, a smile on her face as she put her hand on Jake's.  "She started her apprenticeship a couple of weeks after you left.  She has become close to one of the other girls there.  I'm so happy she has found a friend her age."
 
   Her smile faded and she sighed, then continued.  "She still has nightmares about the attack, but gets a little better each day.  She takes the dog with her when she leaves the house, but her instructors and her friend's family are very understanding."
 
   They sat there talking, Jake telling her all that had happened to him since he left.  They were discussing his return trip when Norlan and Dominic came in the door, Norlan carrying something wrapped in a blanket.  Jake stood up to greet Norlan and was pulled into a hug.
 
   "It is good to see you whole and healthy, Jake."  Norlan said when he released him.  He set his bundle on the table, unrolling the blanket.  Jake saw that there were two sets of sheathed swords and daggers, each attached to the black leather belt wrapped around it.  Norlan picked up one of the sets and turned to Dominic.
 
   "Apparently, this Tomaris sent Jonas a recipe for an alloy that he claims is stronger than steel, even though it is much lighter.  It looks like Jake has armor made of it."  Norlan said, nodding towards Jake.  "Jonas passed it along to me.  It took some time to get the ingredients and we only had enough to make these swords and daggers, but it was marvelous to work with.  This is Helman's master piece."  He held it out to Dominic.  "I give this to you in thanks for keeping Jake safe."
 
   Dominic took it and drew the sword.  The double-edge blade was a little longer that Dominic's current blade, but it was bright, similar to Jake's armor.  Dominic balanced it on his fingers, then swung it a few times, apparently liking what he felt.  He put it back into its scabbard, then gave Norlan a courtly bow.  "It is a princely gift, Mastersmith.  I will use it with pride."
 
   Norlan nodded, then turned to Jake.  He picked up the other set and held it out.  "This one is for you, Jake, for rescuing Cherise.  I made the sword and dagger myself."
 
   Jake took it, noting its lightness.  He removed his old swordbelt and belted on the new one.  He partially drew the sword, the blade sharp and bright, the hilt feeling secure in his hand.  He resheathed it and turned to Norlan.  "Thank you, Norlan.  I'm not a swordsman like Dominic, but will try to make you proud."
 
   Norlan, smiling, clapped him on the shoulder.  "You already have, Jake."
 
   Madalin cleared away the blanket and had them sit down.  She brought out some wine and cups to celebrate their return.  They were quietly catching up when there was a knock on the door.  Norlan went over to open it and Jonas came in, followed by Hailyn.
 
   Dominic rose and went to greet Jonas, exchanging a quick embrace.  Jonas also embraced Jake, a warm smile on his face.
 
   "It is good to see you again, Jake."   Jonas said, looking closely at him.  "You seem healthy and Tomaris wrote that you have gained good control over your power."
 
   "I hope so, Jonas."  Jake replied.  "It's nice to see you again, as well."
 
   Jonas, smiling, went over to the table to greet Madalin, Dominic and Norlan following.  Hailyn had stopped when they entered, but when Jake smiled at her, she came over to him and threw her arms around his neck, embracing him tightly.  He returned the embrace, then gently broke it, conscious of the rest watching them.  Hailyn smiled back, then flushed when she saw Jonas watching with a knowing look on his face.  They went over to the table, joining the rest.  Hailyn helped Madalin prepare the food while Dominic and Jake told Jonas and Norlan about their time at Tomaris' Keep.
 
   After Jake helped Madalin with the dishes, they decided to head outside to enjoy the night air.  As they were sitting and talking quietly on the patio, they heard the sound of a large number of horses riding up.  Dominic was on his feet in a flash, striding towards the side gate, the rest of them right behind.  Jake saw that there were at least twenty Royal Guards sitting on horseback.  Jake was surprised to see Sir Alleon enter through the gate.  He came up to Dominic, giving him a salute, his face carrying none of the good humor that Jake recalled from the encounter on the road.
 
   "Dominic, I have orders to bring you and your charge to the palace."  Alleon said unhappily.  "You must come with me now."
 
   While Dominic simply stared at Alleon, not saying anything, Jonas interjected.  "What is this about, Sir Alleon?  I was at the palace this afternoon and no mention of this was brought to me."
 
   "I cannot answer that, Brother Jonas."  Alleon said.  "All I know is that a rider came up from the south about an hour ago.  Shortly thereafter, I was ordered to find Dominic."
 
   "Do your orders say anything about me?"  Jonas asked.
 
   "More Guards were sent to the Temple."  Alleon replied.  "I assume that their orders were the same as mine."
 
   "If we must do this, let's get it finished."  Dominic said, shaking his head.  "I take it that we are not under arrest, Alleon?"
 
   "I was given no such order, Dominic."  Alleon said.  "Only that I was to make you and Jake come to the palace immediately, even if I had to use force."  He looked decidedly uncomfortable with that.
 
   "That will not be necessary, Sir Alleon."  Jonas said smoothly.  "We will come right now."
 
   "Should I come?"  Norlan asked.  "I am as responsible for Jake as the others."
 
   "My orders did not say one way or another, Mastersmith."  Alleon replied.  "Come if you like."
 
   The four men went over to Shadow and Dontas.  Norlan climbed up behind Jake while Dominic took Jonas on Shadow.  They came back over to Alleon, who had the Royal Guards form up around them and started off towards the palace.
 
   Dominic rode next to Alleon.  "How was the west, Alleon?"  He asked quietly.  "When did you return?"
 
   "It was quiet, actually.  I saw more flies than anything else."  Alleon replied, some good humor returning, relieved that they were moving.  "I arrived back around two weeks ago.  I was actually called back to court around three weeks ago, but I was delayed a few days in leaving.  I was told to leave my men behind, so I had to make sure everything was in order."
 
   "Why were you ordered back?"  Dominic asked, a frown on his face.
 
   "I was told when I arrived that I was supposed to have commanded the princess' security detail, but I missed the departure."  Alleon said.  "Apparently, they got Armartas to leave the stables and do it instead."
 
   "Then why send for you in the first place?"  Dominic mused.  "There are others here, besides Armartas, who could have done it."
 
   "You know how court works."  Alleon said, softly laughing.  "I was in the west, so I could not argue against it."
 
   They arrived at the palace to find it a hub of activity.  Soldiers were going to and fro, all looking serious.  They dismounted and went inside, Dominic walking with Alleon, the others right behind them.  They arrived at the Great Hall doors and were shown in immediately.
 
   The king was sitting on his throne, looking pale and haunted, Lord Genela standing next to him.  The buzz in the room faded as they approached the throne.  As they approached, Jake saw Marcus standing near the dais, his face a mask of anger.  He stared at Jake as he got closer, his expression not changing.  Jake started to get a bad feeling about this.
 
   They halted before the king and made their bows.  Alleon stepped forward and said.  "As I was commanded, Your Majesty, I have brought Dominic and the boy Jake.  Brother Jonas and Mastersmith Norlan also have come as guardians of Jake."
 
   "What is this about?"  Dominic demanded, voice hard.
 
   "Peace, Dominic."  Genela replied, raising his hands, glancing at the king.  "We have received disturbing news.  On her return trip from the south, the princess was captured by demons and her escort destroyed.  The lone survivor was released to tell us their demands."
 
   Jake suddenly felt sick to his stomach.  Keria kidnapped and in the hands of the demons.  Captain Armartas, whom Jake liked, dead.
 
   Genela pointed at Jake.  "Our enemies have demanded that we turn over this boy.  If we do, the princess will be released unharmed.  If not, then they will send her back in pieces."
 
   Jake stood there, stunned.  He now understood why Marcus was upset; this was his fault.  He made to say he would accept when Dominic spoke.
 
   "Since when do we do what our enemies demand?"  He said loudly, voice tinged with anger.  "I will not allow the boy to be made a sacrifice, no matter who it would save."
 
   "That choice is not yours to make, Dominic."  Genela said sharply.  "The king will decide."  He motioned to the guards, who started to come towards them.  "Until that time, we will keep the boy here at the palace."
 
   Dominic stepped away from the group and drew his sword, the blade catching the light, the guards hesitating when they saw that.  "I am the boy's champion, Genela."  He said loudly, so all could hear.  "I will not permit you to take him."  The hall went silent and all eyes looked up to the throne.
 
   Alleon stood there, staring at Dominic, stunned as they all were.  Jake reached for his sword, but Jonas grabbed his hand.  "Don't make this worse."  He said firmly.
 
   He strode over to Dominic.  "Put that away, Dom."  He demanded.  Dominic and Jonas traded looks, then, with a nod, Dominic sheathed his sword.
 
   Stepping back in front of the group, Jonas stabbed his staff down, the silver cap ringing on the polished stone floor, golden light shining brightly as his embraced his power.  "I have heard much from you, Lord Genela, but I have not heard anything from the king."  He said, voice even.  "I want to hear what he has to say."
 
   "Until His Majesty and I come to an understanding, I place the boy under the protection of the Temple."  Jonas announced, staring grimly at Genela.  "To try to seize him will mean that you seek to violate the Agreement and I will have to take steps to defend it."
 
   That statement seemed to rouse the king.  He waved off the guards and Genela, his face now angry.  "They have my daughter, Brother Jonas, and I will do what I must to rescue her."  He stated, tone sharp.  "But I will not be the one to violate the Agreement."
 
   "I have no wish to challenge you, Your Majesty, but I cannot allow an innocent life to be thrown away to satisfy our enemies."  Jonas said more softly, sympathy in his voice.  "I know that you are heartbroken, but please do not do anything rash."
 
   "What do you suggest I do?"  The king demanded, rising from his throne and coming down to stand in front of Jonas.
 
   "If you are willing, we should send a party in force to win her back."  Jonas said.  "I will accompany them myself, along with other clerics, to battle the demons and try to free the princess.  It is better to fall fighting them than to acquiesce to their demands."
 
   The king smiled grimly.  "Then we are of the same mind.  I have already ordered two hundred soldiers to be ready at first light to ride to the Forest where she was taken.  You and as many clerics as you think appropriate will be a welcome addition."
 
   "Also, a messenger will be sent to mobilize all of our southern garrisons.  Once they are ready, I plan to sweep the entire Forest to drive out the demons and their followers.  I will burn it to the ground if that is what it takes."  He finished, face set.
 
   He looked at Alleon.  "Sir Alleon, will you consent to lead this expedition?"
 
   "I gladly accept, Your Majesty."  Alleon replied with a bow.
 
   "I will accompany this expedition as well, Your Majesty."  Dominic said, loud enough to carry across the hall.  "I will be Jonas' sword, keeping him safe so he can defeat the demons."
 
   "Your presence will lend courage to the men, Dominic."  The king replied, seeming taken aback by the offer.  "Thank you."
 
   "I will go as well."  Marcus said loudly, defiantly.  "I should have gone with her in the first place.  I will not be left behind again, even if I have to go alone."
 
   The king stared at Marcus, weighing his demand, then nodded.
 
   "I will go to, Your Majesty."  Jake said.  He felt the eyes of the court turn towards him, as well as the king's.  "I care for the princess and do not want to see her hurt because of me."
 
   "But for you to go would mean that the demons could succeed in getting what they want, if you are taken."  The king replied, voice neutral.
 
   "They will not take me."  Jake said resolutely.  He embraced his magic, brilliant blue light shining forth, reflecting off the walls.  He heard the gasps around the hall.
 
   The king nodded, hope rising in his eyes.
 
   ...
 
   Jake took Norlan back home after they finished at the palace while Jonas and Dominic left to make plans.  After they told Madalin that Jake was leaving again and why, she went in and made him several pouches of food to take with him.  Jake went to his room and tried to sleep, but it did not come, images of Keria in the hands of the demons haunting him.
 
   Dominic rode up in the early morning hours to retrieve Jake.  Jake had his bags ready to go and, after a tearful goodbye with Norlan and Madalin, mounted up.  They made their way quietly in the dark, riding to join the rest of the expedition.
 
   It was probably an hour before dawn when Jake followed Dominic into the West Gate's courtyard.  The courtyard was packed with soldiers and a smaller number of clerics on horseback, along with several large wagons packed with supplies.  Dominic led them over to a smaller wagon sitting off to the side.  The wagon had stacks of blankets and what looked like bandages loaded in the back, along with various jars.  Jake was surprised to see Jonas sitting on the bench, his staff resting against his shoulder.  He was even more shocked to see Hailyn sitting next to Jonas.
 
   "Good morning."  Jonas said in greeting.  He saw Jake's gaze.  "Hailyn is quite a skilled healer, which may be needed.  Also, besides being strong in her power, she is ready to take her final tests as an apprentice.  This will give her a taste of what the clerics in the army face."  He smiled fondly at her.  "Under my watchful eye, of course."
 
   Alleon, his armor gleaming in the torchlight, rode over and spoke quietly with Dominic.  After a few minutes of conversation, Alleon rode to the gates, calling the soldiers to attention.  The courtyard noise faded as the soldiers formed up and waited for orders.
 
   "We ride after our captured princess."  Alleon said loudly as his stood in his stirrups.  "We will pursue our enemies to the ends of the world, if needed.  When we find them, we will rescue her and avenge our fallen comrades.  We leave now and will not return until we have success.  Be prepared for long days in the saddle, as we need to move with all possible speed."
 
   With that, he signaled to the gate guards, who went into the gate room.  Within a few seconds, the sound of the large outer gates opening echoed across the courtyard.
 
   Alleon wheeled his horse and headed out the tunnel, his standard bearer next to him, the rest of the soldiers following in ordered units.  The wagons went next, with Jake and his friends bringing up the rear.  They passed out of the city and headed west on the Royal Highway.
 
   Once on the road, Alleon redeployed his soldiers.  He sent outriders on either side of the column and scouts ahead.  Some of the soldiers fell back to form a rear guard while others rode next to the wagons as security.  Jake was a little surprised at the pace, a little faster than he expected, given the wagons.
 
   They rode for the rest of the day, finally pulling a short distance off the highway as the sun went down.  Jake had thought that they would have turned off the highway near the waystation he remembered, to head south, but Dominic explained that it would actually be faster to take the main southern road.  It was wider and in better shape.
 
   Over the next couple of days, Jake spent most of his time riding next to Jonas' wagon, talking with Hailyn.  At times, she would join him on Dontas, so they could speak more privately.  He was glad to have her back, enjoying her presence and realizing he had missed having a friend his age to talk to.
 
   Jake was not sure what to think about Marcus.  He rode in silence for the most part, looking pensive.  However, when they stopped the second night, he approached Jake after dinner, Dominic sitting nearby, observing.
 
   "I want you to know that you are not to blame for this.  It is our enemies who caused this to happen."  Marcus said directly.  "We are now comrades-in-arms, for better or worse.  In this quest, we may need to defend each other.  Until we recover Keria, I would put aside our differences."  He held out his hand.
 
   Jake rose and shook his hand, nodding.  "Until Keria is safe."
 
   They reached the site of the attack late in the afternoon of the third day.  There were some soldiers from the closest garrison already there, recovering weapons and other equipment.  Alleon went to speak with their commander.  He came back to report that the messenger allowed to escape had ridden to the garrison after the attack.  Once the commander had enough forces, he had marched them here.  They did not have sufficient men to pursue the half-men, but had buried the dead and guarded the site.
 
   They made camp nearby, mobilizing early the next morning.  The scouts found the tracks of the princess' carriage, along with the tracks of a large body of horses.  They followed it for a couple of hours until it reached a wide forest road that ran north-south.  The tracks headed south and Alleon gave the order to follow.
 
   They had traveled for a few hours when the scouts rode back to report that they had found some tracks leading off on a forest road that branched to the east, apparently by a small group that broke away from the larger.  They had stopped and searched the area.
 
   "We found this at the intersection of the two roads."  The lead scout said as he handed Alleon a small reddish bead.  "We went up both roads a ways, but could not find any others.  However, the carriage tracks continue to the south."
 
   "We have to assume that the princess was with the carriage."  Alleon stated.  "We will continue to follow it."
 
   However, when they reached the intersecting roads, Dominic asked for a halt.  He went to look at the tracks himself, the lead scout at his side, and went up the side road, disappearing for several minutes.  He returned and called Alleon over.  Jonas, Jake and Marcus joined them.
 
   "It looks like a small group, maybe fifteen or twenty horse."  Dominic said, frowning.  "I found several demon prints, as well.  Something about that bothers me.  If it was simply a group of half-men, I would only expect to see one demon, if that."
 
   "Do you think the princess went that way?"  Alleon asked, concerned.
 
   "I don't know."  Dominic replied, shrugging his shoulders.  "It just doesn't seem right."
 
   "I can't turn aside from the larger group to chase this down."  Alleon said.  "We would lose precious time if it turns out to be wrong.  I have to assume that she is with her carriage."
 
   "I agree, Alleon."  Dominic said.  "I will ride out to track this down while you continue after the main party."
 
   "If you think there are demons, Dom, I will come with you."  Jonas said.  "There are enough clerics with the soldiers to meet any challenge without me."
 
   "I want to go."  Jake said quickly.  "I can help if there are demons, as well."
 
   "I go where he goes."  Marcus said, nodding at Jake.
 
   Dominic stared at them, apparently weighing his options.  He turned back to Alleon.  "If you are willing, task out four soldiers to come with us.  They can help guard Jonas' wagon and act as messengers if we find something.  We will ride until we know that the princess did not go that way.  If there is nothing, we will return and follow your trail."
 
   Alleon quickly agreed and selected four soldiers to go with them.  Jonas called over some of the clerics and distributed most of his medical supplies to them.  Jake saw Jonas and Hailyn discussing something, both of them looking at him.  Jonas nodded and Hailyn joined him on the wagon.
 
   They quickly gathered some extra supplies, food and water, then moved off the road.  With a final farewell, their small group headed off on the easterly road, the rest of the soldiers and clerics continuing south.
 
   They made their way along the road for the rest of the day, Dominic tracking their quarry's passage.  Jake rode next to the wagon, talking with Hailyn while Marcus rode on the other side.  As the sun was getting low, they came upon a fork in the road.  Dominic stopped, dismounted and looked around the area, checking the roads and surrounding areas while the rest stood by.
 
   "Our trail still leads east."  He said.  "I can't find any evidence that they traveled down the side road."
 
   "However, these markings indicate that a mining camp is down the side road."  Dominic continued, pointing to some carvings in a tree near the fork.  "They may have information.  We should probably go down to ask if they have seen anything."
 
   Jonas glanced at Hailyn, a frown on his face.  "These camps are rough places, the men suspicious.  It may be best if we only send a couple of riders.  I should be one since clerics are generally welcome."
 
   "I agree.  I will go with you for protection."  Dominic said, catching his meaning.
 
   "We need to stop for the night anyway."  Jonas said.  "Maybe we could set up camp here and then go talk to the miners."
 
   Dominic nodded and went into the woods.  After ten minutes, he returned to lead them to a clearing he found, set back in the woods.  The sun was setting by the time they finished making camp.  Dominic assigned the soldiers guard duty, then went over to where the rest were sitting next to the wagon.
 
   "Jonas will need to take Dontas."  He said to Jake.  "I don't want to take the wagon or the soldiers' mounts.  He can match Shadow, so that may allow us to escape if the need arises."
 
   "No problem, Dominic."  Jake replied.
 
   After a quick meal, Dominic and Jonas mounted up and headed off in the direction of the miners' camp, leaving the rest of the group behind.
 
   …
 
   Night had fallen over the woods as Dominic and Jonas rode up to the mining camp.  The camp consisted primarily of tents, with a couple of ramshackle wooden buildings in the center.  A rough wooden palisade had been erected around the perimeter, with a makeshift gate in place.  The entire camp was surrounded with large torches and fire pits.  Standing behind the gates was a group of armed miners with a mismatch of weapons and armor.  Several others were on the palisade with bows, arrows notched but not drawn.
 
   "Halt!"  One of the men yelled, anger and fear in his voice.  "Don't come any closer!"
 
   Dominic and Jonas stopped their horses and sat still, making no threatening movement.  Jonas slowly lifted his hand and called out.
 
   "I am a cleric of the One."  He said, loudly but calmly.  "I am sworn to protect and serve all men in His name.  We are no threat to you; we come only seeking information."
 
   "Prove it!"  Another voice from behind the gate called.
 
   Jonas embraced his power, his shining form driving away the night.  He sat there, unmoving, letting the miners decide the next steps.  He heard some murmuring from the men, then the gate was opened just enough to allow a gap for them to ride in.
 
   Dominic went first, the miners stepping back from him, clearly intimidated.  Jonas followed, holding onto his power.  The gate was quickly pulled closed behind them.
 
   "The last thing I expected to see was a cleric."  One of the miners said, a large, bearded man carrying a rusty axe.  "Would you be willing to look at our injured, Brother?"
 
   "Of course."  Jonas said, sliding off Dontas' back.  Dominic was on the ground as well, watching the miners, hand resting lightly on his sword.  "Where are they?"
 
   "In the main building."  The man said, turning back towards the wooden building.  He looked at the other miners.  "Back to your posts!"  He snapped.  The other miners left, mumbling under their breath.
 
   "You're in charge?"  Dominic asked as they made their way to the building, gaze scanning the area.  "Miners are known to be stubbornly independent types."
 
   "We needed to band together to survive in these woods."  The man said.  "I am Petrous, leader of this camp.  The other miners elected me since I was a soldier once, long ago."  He opened the door of the building, revealing ten men lying on the floor, some covered in blankets, all injured.
 
   "Which one is in the worst shape?"  Jonas asked as he moved into the room, his shining form brighter than the candles burning, chasing away the shadows, looking closely at the injured men.  Petrous pointed to a man near the back, looking dead already, with a vicious-looking wound across his face and one arm hacked off at the elbow, the bandages soiled and reeking of infection.
 
   As Jonas made his way through the wounded, some reaching out for him, begging for help, Dominic turned to Petrous.
 
   "How did this happen?"  He asked, nodding towards the men.  "Those look like battle wounds, not mining accidents."
 
   "Around a week ago, Niso…" Petrous indicated the wounded man in the back that Jonas was healing "…and Hander were scouting out near the main road.  We often go up there to see if there are any threats coming our way.  They were in the woods off the road when they saw a group of half-men ride by, heading east.  They normally would have stayed quiet and let them pass, since we see the half-men in the woods from time to time, but they noticed something strange.  There was an Imp as well, but that was not the strange thing.  What made this different was that Niso swore there was a young woman riding with them."
 
   Dominic contained his surprise, only asking.  "What happened?"
 
   "Hander, the stupid fool that he was, decided that he had to rescue this damsel in distress."  Petrous spat, shaking his head.  "He sent a couple arrows into the demon, yelling for the girl to ride towards them.  The demon sent the half-men into the woods instead.  Niso and Hander turned and fled, riding back here as hard as they could."
 
   "They were almost back when another five half-men and an Imp suddenly came out of the woods to join their pursuers.  The demon fried Hander in his saddle, but Niso made it to the gates.  Fortunately, we have an excellent bowman named Frondis who feathered the demon, keeping it at a distance.  The half-men attacked, but we were able to overwhelm them.  After several minutes of hard fighting, the demon called back those still alive and left."
 
   Dominic had looked over at Jonas as Petrous was speaking, watching him make his way through the wounded, almost finished with healing them.  He noticed something odd, his hand drifting towards his sword.
 
   "You said this battle took place a week ago?"  He asked and Petrous nodded.  "Then why are some of these men's wounds fresh?"  He finished, voice now hard, eyes focused on Petrous.
 
   Petrous stepped back from Dominic, holding up his hands, recoiling from that gaze.  "I had not gotten there yet.  After that battle, we saw no signs of the demons or half-men until today.  A group was coming back from the mines just before dark when they encountered a large party of half-men and demons moving through the woods.  Most fell, but the freshly wounded are the ones who made it back."
 
   Dominic felt a chill go through him.  "Jonas, we have to go now!"
 
   


 

 
   [bookmark: Chapter26]Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   In the low light of their small fire, Jake was sitting on a log, talking quietly with Hailyn.  Marcus was sitting nearby, close to the wagon, honing his sword.  The soldiers were positioned around the small campsite, keeping watch.  With clouds masking the pale moonlight, the woods seemed darker than the night, the fire creating a small circle of light against the oppressive dark.
 
   Without warning, one of the soldiers screamed as an arrow ripped through his leg, then went silent as another arrow took him in the throat.  The other soldiers ran to aid him when more arrows flew in from the night, raking them with multiple hits.  They collapsed, crying out as they fell.  Marcus had risen, sword in hand and his shield on his arm, when several arrows streaked into the light towards him.  He raised his shield, the arrows splintering against the hardened steel.
 
   Jake had risen as well, pulling Hailyn behind him, his magic suddenly lighting up the area.  Another arrow came flying in, striking him before he could react.  The arrow shattered against his armor, Jake feeling only the impact of the collision.
 
   "I need him alive, you fools!"  Jake heard a demon cry out in its inhuman voice.
 
   He reacted at the sound, sending his magic into the tree line, sweeping across his front.  He heard cries of pain and the sounds of his power turning some into ash.  In the light of his magic, he could make out large groups of half-men deeper in the woods.
 
   "Marcus, come over here!"  Jake shouted.  "We need to stay together!"
 
   Marcus moved towards Jake, shield raised, eyes watching the tree line.  Across the clearing, an inky blast of demons' fire streaked towards him.  Jake sent his magic out to deflect the attack.  He was joined by Hailyn, her yellow fire colliding with the darkness as well.
 
   Hailyn stepped out from behind Jake, her power shining.  As Marcus joined them, the half-men came rushing out of the trees towards them.  Jake sent a bolt of blue fire into the nearest half-men, destroying some and blasting the others away.  Hailyn's power was flaring as well, striking out.  Marcus stepped out slightly in front of them, engaging two half-men that came around the edge.
 
   Jake and Hailyn were sending their magics into the crowd of half-men, driving them back.  Into a gap in their lines, an Imp stepped forward, engaging Jake, its dark magic seeming to chill the air.  Jake deflected the attack, but the demon required all of his attention, leaving only Hailyn and Marcus to handle the half-men.
 
   As more half-men appeared, their situation became direr.  They were exposed in the clearing while some of the half-men were working their way to their right, trying to flank them.  Marcus recognized the threat and called out.
 
   "We have to move!"  He shouted, blocking a half-man's axe with his shield and slashing his opponent.  "We cannot properly defend ourselves here."
 
   Jake nodded, hammering the demon with his power, driving it back.  He attacked again while the demon, form smoking, desperately tried to block Jake's magic.  Suddenly, Hailyn sent a bolt of clerics' fire into it, overwhelming its defenses and reducing it to ash.  Motioning Marcus, Jake swept the half-men with his magic, forcing a gap to develop between them.  With the half-men stopped for a moment, they turned and ran.
 
   They made their way into the woods, Marcus leading and Jake bringing up the rear.  The light from Jake and Hailyn's powers blended, giving everything a greenish glow.  They ran up a hill, hearing the pursuing half-men coming behind.  On the other side, there was a bowl-like clearing.  They charged down the hill and started up the other side.  They were halfway up when more half-men appeared along the edge of the bowl.  They stopped and fell back to the center, looking all around.  The pursuing half-men appeared behind them, cutting off their retreat.  They were surrounded on all sides.
 
   Along the rim, two Imps appeared.  One shouted down at them.  "Surrender yourself, boy, and we will let these two live.  Don't let your companions die for you."
 
   Jake was racking his brain to figure out how to get out of this.  "Any suggestions?"  He whispered to Marcus.
 
   "I don't believe that the demons would let us live, even if you surrendered, so we can only fight to the end."  Marcus replied grimly, gripping his sword tighter.
 
   "That is what I thought you would say."  Jake said, then turned to Hailyn.  "What do you think?"
 
   "You cannot give yourself up to them, Jake."  Hailyn said fiercely, grabbing his hand.  "We will stay and fight with you."
 
   "Look, they want me alive."  Jake said, a plan coming into his head, trying to ignore the surrounding enemies.  "I agree that they will probably kill you if I surrendered, so what we need to do is clear a path for you two to escape."
 
   Hailyn shook her head no, but Jake spoke over her.  "Listen to me, we can't win.  We're too outnumbered.  I'll stay and hold them off as long as I can.  If you two get away, you can find Jonas and Dominic and come back.  With Jonas' power, we have a much better chance."
 
   "I won't go."  Hailyn declared, face set.  "I will stay and fight with you.  Marcus can escape and bring Master Jonas to our aid."
 
   Jake looked over at Marcus, a plea in his eyes, hoping he understood what the look meant.  Marcus stared back, then nodded.  With that, Jake spun and launched his magic into the demons, twin bolts of dazzling blue racing across the distance.  The demons were struck and staggered back, unprepared for the assault.  With a cry, the half-men started forward, streaming down the hill.  Jake then spun back and struck out at the weakest point of the surrounding half-men.  He blasted away, striking the half-men, reducing them to ash.  For several moments, he continued to sweep the area, clearing an opening.  Hailyn, startled at first by Jake's attack, joined him.  Between them, they made a large gap in the half-man line.
 
   "Now!"  Jake shouted.
 
   Before she could react, Marcus grabbed Hailyn, lifting her off the ground and ran towards the opening.  She cried out, punching and kicking him, trying to get him to release her. She sent her magic into the half-men closing on Jake, knocking some away, watching as his shining form disappeared behind a wall of half-men.
 
   …
 
   "Let them go!"  Jake heard one of the demons shout.  "Get the boy."
 
   Jake was glad that part worked out, but now he was faced with an impossible task.  He knew that he could not hold off this many enemies for long.  He focused on strengthening his defenses, his aura growing brighter.  He sent pulses of magic into the surrounding half-men, driving them back.  But since he could not focus his power effectively, he was only hurting them, not destroying them.
 
   The demons then joined in, attacking Jake with their power.  He was staggered as he struggled to defend against them while keeping the half-men back.  They pressed him, forcing him to continue to draw more and more power.  So focused was he on defending, he had nothing left to launch an attack.
 
   He could see that the half-men and demons were getting closer, his magic causing them pain, but not enough to keep them from him.  As he looked into the eyes of the demons, he began to panic.  He knew they wanted him alive, but the reality of falling into their hands was something he realized he could not bear.  As they closed the distance, fear began to overwhelm him.  He desperately lashed out with his magic, trying to gain more space, open a way out, but it did not work.
 
   He could feel his body begin to tire slightly, as Tomaris said he would.  He knew he only had minutes left before he would be taken.
 
   That only added to his panic.  The demons got closer, the half-men pressing in.  Despite his best effort to keep his magic flowing, he watched with horrified eyes as one of the Imps, its arm sheathed in its dark power, reached towards him.
 
   It was hurt by his magic when it touched his aura, the powers sizzling and snapping as they collided, but continued to reach for him.  When its claw touched his arm, its fire burning him, his panic peaked and, screaming, everything went white.
 
   …
 
   Marcus slipped as he reached the top of the rise, falling and losing his grip on Hailyn.  She rolled away and started back towards Jake, sending her magic into the press of half-men.  Marcus ran after her and grabbed her again, pulling her up to the rim of the depression.
 
   Hailyn fought against him, desperate to help Jake.  She could see flashes of his magic flaring into the sky.  He was still fighting, she knew.  As she twisted her body and broke free again of Marcus' grip, she turned back towards Jake, her power shining.  As she felt Marcus reach for her again, Jake's scream sounded and a rolling ring of white fire exploded out of the mass of half-men, consuming them or flinging them away.
 
   The force of the explosion drove her back, causing Marcus to lose his footing.  They tumbled backwards, down the hillside.  Hailyn was desperately trying to stop her momentum when she hit her head on something hard, driving away consciousness.
 
   She was drifting in darkness when a golden light flared, warming her.  She came awake, feeling the healing power of the clerics coursing through her.  She opened her eyes to see Jonas kneeling down next to her, glowing brightly as he worked his magic.  Once he was satisfied, he helped her to her feet.
 
   She immediately saw Marcus standing guard, near Shadow and Dontas, watching the woods.  The horses were sweating, clearly ridden hard.  She glanced around, then cried out.  "Jake!"  She began to head back when Jonas caught her arm.
 
   "Dominic went to find him."  Jonas said gently, eyes sympathetic and knowing.  "Wait with patience.  Tell me what you remember."
 
   She was telling Jonas about Jake's battle in the depression when Dominic appeared over the top of the rim, striding quickly, carrying Jake in his arms.  Hailyn, a low cry in her throat, started forward at the sight of Jake.  He was limp in Dominic's arms, head rolling from side to side as Dominic moved.  His skin was pale, chalk-like.  When Dominic placed him gently on the ground at Jonas' feet, she could see some faint streaks of white in Jake's hair, his face hollow-looking.
 
   "Is he dead?"  She asked softly, voice cracking, her heart breaking at the sight.
 
   "No, girl."  Dominic said, looking down at Jake.  "He is still with us."
 
   Jonas quickly knelt next to Jake, examining him.  With a slight frown, he placed his hand on Jake's forehead, closing his eyes.  His power flared as he began to heal Jake.  Suddenly, Jonas' eyes flew open, wide and in shock.  There was a radiant burst of white light between Jake and Jonas, flash-blinding Hailyn.  When her eyes cleared, she saw Jonas, power gone, laying on his side next to Jake, twitching and eyes fluttering.
 
   She knelt next to him, probing him with her power.  There was nothing physically wrong that she could find, but she was able to sooth his body and he relaxed.  After a few moments, he began to slowly move his head.
 
   "Can you hear me, Master?"  Hailyn asked gently.
 
   Jonas nodded slowly, looking up towards the sky.  He tried to press himself up onto an elbow, but fell back.
 
   "Just lie still."  Hailyn told him, gently patting him on the chest.
 
   She glanced over at Jake, Dominic squatting next to him.  His color had returned and the white streaks in his hair were no longer there.  He began to move about as well, his eyes opening and looking about.  "What happened?"  He asked, voice soft.  Hailyn almost cried for joy when she heard him speak.
 
   "We don't know yet, boy."  Dominic answered him, resting a hand on his shoulder.  "Just relax for now."
 
   Dominic reached over and grabbed Jonas' staff, shoving it into Hailyn's hands.  "You have to protect us until Jonas recovers."  He said, standing and calling Marcus over.
 
   She had never held the staff before.  Curious, Hailyn drew in her power.  She could feel it flood into her, amounts that she had never held before, her aura shining brightly.  Dominic looked at her, eyes appraising, then nodded.
 
   "We need to get them back to the wagon."  He told them.  "Marcus, you and girl will need to carry the boy.  I will carry Jonas."  With that, he went to the horses and tied Dontas' reins to Shadow's pommel.  He reached down and wrapped his arms around Jonas, getting him to his feet.  Jonas was weak and unsteady, but Dominic kept one arm wrapped tightly around him as he took Shadows' reins, slowing walking back towards the camp.  Marcus and Hailyn maneuvered Jake between them and followed.
 
   It was slow going; both Jonas and Jake were weak and could only go so far before stumbling.  They finally reached the campsite, the dead soldiers and half-men Marcus had finished lying where they fell, the small fire now glowing embers.  Hailyn was glad to see that, in the rush of the battle, the horses and wagon had been left untouched.
 
   Setting the staff aside, Hailyn quickly laid out some blankets in the wagon bed, pushing the supplies to the side and making room for Jake and Jonas.  Dominic and Marcus got them into the bed, then covered them with blankets.  They both quickly fell asleep.
 
   "Come along, lordling."  Dominic said to Marcus as he grabbed a small shovel from the supplies.  Dominic walked into the clearing and began to dig shallow graves for the fallen soldiers while he had Marcus strip them of their armor and weapons.  Hailyn sent clerics' fire into the remains of the half-men, turning them to ash.  She sat on the bench of the wagon, watching over Jake and Jonas as they slept.
 
   Once the soldiers were buried, Dominic tied off Shadow and Dontas to the back of the wagon, as well as the soldiers' mounts.  He climbed onto the wagon bench while Marcus swung into the saddle of his horse.
 
   "We need to find shelter tonight."  Dominic said as he started the wagon in motion.  "The horses need rest and we cannot defend ourselves with Jonas and the boy out of the fight.  We will head to the miners' camp.  They owe us for Jonas' healing."
 
   Marcus nodded, taking the lead, watching the surrounding woods.  Dominic leaned over to Hailyn as they reached the road and turned towards the camp.  "You may need to prove you are a cleric when we reach there.  Be ready."  He said.
 
   He paused, weighing his words, then continued.  "Also, while we are there, you are not to leave my or Marcus' sight.  While most will respect that you are a cleric, these men are rough and have not seen a woman in many days.  We don't want anyone to make a mistake."  Hailyn nodded, understanding.
 
   "So, what happened to him?"  He asked, nodding back towards Jake.  She told Dominic what had happened after he and Jonas had left, the battle and Jake's attempt to save them.  She tried to describe the explosion of white fire, but told Dominic that she had no idea what it was.  She asked how he and Jonas found them.
 
   Dominic explained that he and Jonas had ridden the horses hard, racing back to the camp.  When they arrived, they found the dead soldiers and had ridden after the obvious trail the half-men had left.  They were almost to them when they saw the bright flash ahead.  When they arrived, she was laying next to a tree, unconscious, with Marcus standing over her.  Dominic had left them to Jonas and went into the depression and found Jake as he was when he carried him up.
 
   "There was no trace of the demons or half-men."  Dominic said, glancing back at Jake.  "I only found clothes and weapons."
 
   They came up to the miners' camp, the watch fires still burning.  They were stopped as they approached the gates, but Petrous recognized Dominic and let them through.  After Dominic explained what they wanted, Petrous agreed and sent them over to the main building.
 
   Hailyn, as she stepped off the wagon to check on Jake and Jonas, could feel eyes on her.  She turned to see a couple of the men leering at her, their eyes predatory.  She held their gaze, trying to show she was not intimidated, when Dominic stepped up behind her.  She saw the lust replaced with fear as Dominic stared coldly at the men, hand on his sword.  They quickly went over to the palisade.
 
   After they moved Jake and Jonas into the building and fed the horses, Dominic went over to Petrous to let him know that, until they left, the wagon and building were off-limits to his men.  If he caught any trying to enter, he would not be gentle and would hold Petrous responsible.  Looking into his eyes and seeing the promise of pain, Petrous gathered his men and relayed that order.  Nonetheless, Dominic and Marcus each took a turn standing watch while the others slept, though the night passed without incident.
 
   As the sun rose over the forest, they reloaded the wagon to leave.  Jake and Jonas, though both looked better, were still feeling weak and needed to ride in the wagon.  Marcus tied off Dontas to the back of the wagon, then mounted his horse.  Hailyn took the reins of the wagon, waiting for Dominic.
 
   He was making a last-minute check of their supplies, sorting through the material surrounding Jake and Jonas.  After some thought, he called Petrous over.  He thanked him for allowing them to stay and gave him the extra horses, weapons and armor.  "May you have better luck with them."  He said as he climbed onto Shadow.
 
   They left the camp behind, backtracking to the easterly road.  When they reached it, Dominic had Marcus join them at the wagon.
 
   "We have to make a decision."  Dominic said.  "One of the miners says he saw a young woman with a group of half-men heading east along this road.  He could not describe her as she passed quickly and he was soon being pursued by half-men, but it is possible that it was the princess.  We have to decide whether to continue on or turn back to gather more forces from Alleon."
 
   "If there is a chance it was the princess, we have to follow."  Marcus declared.  "We cannot leave her in their hands a moment longer than necessary."  He spat, hands curling into fists, then continued.  "Also, if any survivors of the fight last night make it back, they would be warned of our approach.  They could move her or fortify their positions by the time we returned.  I say we go on."
 
   Jonas sat up in the wagon, holding on to the side panel.  "I would suggest we continue on at least until we have definitive proof the princess went this way."  He said, voice weak.  "Once we have that, we can explore our options then."
 
   Dominic looked at Jake and Hailyn, who both nodded.  "It looks like we continue on."  He spurred Shadow, turning east along the road.
 
   They pressed on for most of the day, the forest rolling by, Dominic out front and Marcus covering the rear.  The terrain gradually transitioned into rolling hills, with the trees spreading out and more rocks protruding from the soil.  Jake and Jonas slowly recovered, feeling better by the afternoon, though neither had the strength to call up their power.
 
   In the late afternoon, they came across another fork in the road.  While the others stayed with the wagon, Dominic and Marcus each rode their horse to scout ahead.  Marcus went up the easterly road while Dominic headed south.
 
   Marcus returned first, an excited look on his face.  He rode up to the wagon and showed them a small pearl bead that he had spotted in the dirt.  "Clearly, Keria went east.  Once Dominic returns, we should continue on."
 
   They quietly discussed their options, with Marcus and Jake wanting to press on, while Jonas and Hailyn were not so sure.  They were in the middle of their conversation when they heard a horse approaching at high speed along the southern road.  Dominic pulled up, reining in Shadow at the last minute.
 
   "Can either of you raise your power?"  He quickly asked Jake and Jonas.  When both shook their heads, he cursed under his breath.  He sat on Shadow, silent for a moment, then spoke again.
 
   "There is a large party of half-men and several Imps coming this way."  He said, face hard.  "We will not be able to mask our trail and we cannot outrun them.  If you can't help, then standing and fighting is out of the question."  He drew his sword, blade gleaming.  "I will have to lead them away to give you time to escape."
 
   "You can't do that, Dominic!"  Jake protested, struggling to rise.  "It's suicide!"
 
   "Boy, I've done this..."  Dominic began, but Jake cut him off.
 
   "Tell him, Jonas!"  Jake said, voice thick with emotion, appealing to Dominic's oldest friend.  "We'll find another way."
 
   "Boy..."  Dominic started.
 
   "No!  I will not listen!"  Jake cried.  "You can't do this!"
 
   "Boy!"  Dominic tried again.
 
   Jake ignored him, pleading with Hailyn to help him convince Dominic.  She listened, her eyes sad, but did not get a chance to speak.
 
   "Jake!"  Dominic said sharply.
 
   Jake, shocked to hear his name, cut off in mid-sentence.  It was the first time that Dominic had ever addressed him by his name.  He was so stunned that he sat back down.
 
   "I have dealt with the half-men and demons since before you were born."  Dominic said directly, then continued more gently.  "When they see me, they will follow; trust me.  That will buy the time you need."
 
   He reached over and laid a hand on Jake's shoulder.  "You risked all to save Hailyn and Marcus last night.  I must now do the same.  Remember all of my lessons, be brave and you should do well.  I'm proud of the man you are becoming."  Jake nodded, too overwhelmed to speak, tears suddenly streaming down his face.
 
   Dominic turned to Jonas.  "I will draw them off to the west and south, then circle back.  I will catch up or not."  He stated bluntly.  He grasped Jonas' hand and gave him a roguish smile.  "If this is goodbye, old friend, I guess I will see first if you have been right this whole time."
 
   Jonas nodded grimly and squeezed his hand.  "You are my oldest and closest friend, so I would prefer you stay alive.  Don't take any more risks than you need to."  He released Dominic's hand, raising his own.  "Go with the blessings of the One, Dom.  May He shelter and protect you in His hand."  Dominic gave him a slight bow.
 
   "You are their sword and shield until they recover."  Dominic addressed Marcus and Hailyn.  "Don't waste any time.  Move and keep moving."  With a final salute of his sword, he wheeled Shadow around and headed back up the road, angling into the woods.
 
   "Let's get moving."  Jonas said sadly, watching Dominic disappear in the forest.
 
   Several minutes after they started down the road, they heard very faint shouts and screams in the distance.  Steeling their emotions, the sounds faded as they continued to the east.
 
   Following the trail, Marcus dropped back often to scout for any pursuit.  They rode until it was almost dark, with no sign they were being followed.  Marcus found a small culvert off the road that gave them shelter on three sides.  They fed and watered the horses and, forgoing a fire, ate a cold meal themselves.  Hailyn and Marcus kept watch while Jonas and Jake slept.
 
   ...
 
   As the sun rose in the east, Jake woke up, feeling almost himself.  He sat up, looking around.  Jonas and Hailyn were preparing a small meal off to the side of the wagon, Marcus and his horse missing.  He must be out scouting, Jake knew.
 
   As he climbed out of the wagon and stood, he tried to call up his magic.  To his delight, it came instantly.  He held it for a moment, then released it.  He went over to join Jonas and Hailyn.
 
   "Good morning, Jake."  Jonas said, looking closely at him.  "How are you feeling this morning?"
 
   "Fine, Jonas."  Jake said.  "And you?"
 
   "I feel myself again."  Jonas replied.  He handed Jake some food.  "We should eat and start moving."
 
   They ate the meal in silence, Jake's thoughts on Dominic.  Marcus returned and let them know that he found no signs of pursuit or of Dominic.  He quickly ate and they moved out.
 
   Jake rode Dontas, his armor and helm in place, as he guarded the rear.  He would drop back from time to time, listening for any sounds coming from behind, but he heard nothing.  He watched the surrounding trees and hillsides for any signs of the enemy, but they had no contact.
 
   After they stopped to rest around mid-day, Jonas asked Jake to let Hailyn ride Dontas so they could talk.  Jake sat next to Jonas in the wagon while Hailyn fell back to the rear.  As they started moving again, Jake brought up something he had wanted to ask.
 
   "Before you start, can I ask you something?"  Jake said.  "What happened to us back in the forest?  I remember the demons and half-men closing in, then Dominic kneeling next to me.  It was weird, but I felt like I was seeing your memories for a moment after I woke up."
 
   "I'm not sure, Jake."  Jonas replied, looking cautious.  "I have some thoughts on it, but I would rather not say until we are both back in Sanduas.  There we can study it safely and more closely."
 
   "Leaving that aside, I wanted to talk with you about Dom."  Jonas continued.  "I know that you heard about his wife and child, as well as a brief account of his command.  Those events are intertwined, both leading him to his current destiny."
 
   "As I told you before, Dom had risen quickly in the ranks, becoming the youngest commander ever of the Royal Guards and the Army.  He was a favorite of the nobles and people alike.  I mentioned that he was pursued by the ladies of the city, but he never showed any interest in marrying, much to my wife's dismay.  Soldiering was his life."
 
   "That was until, around sixteen years ago, the royal princess from Aletonia and her retainers came to Sanduas to discuss border issues.  Dom was responsible for their security during this visit.  He worked closely with the Aletonian princess' staff, making sure that everything was in order.  During this visit, Dom met the woman that he would marry."
 
   "The princess?!"  Jake exclaimed.  "He married the princess?"
 
   "No, Jake."  Jonas said, chuckling.  "The princess was already married.  It was one of her maids, Elidona.  She was a beauty, tall and slender, with raven-black hair and beautiful dark eyes, her darker skin making her beauty even more exotic.  She was also one of the sweetest and kindest women I have ever known.  They apparently would meet each other after the sessions, going for rides and talking.  Their feelings towards each other grew very strong, very quickly."
 
   He shook his head, a slight smile on his face.  "Dominic then did the most impulsive thing I have ever seen him do.  Late one evening, he came to my house and roused me and Marlis, my wife, out of bed.  He took us to the Temple, where only then did we find out that he was getting married to Elidona.  While a bit put out by the sudden, late-night ceremony, Marlis was overjoyed to see him safely married off, but we did not consider the ramifications of that act."
 
   "Once it was found out, it caused an uproar amongst the nobles.  While the king and the Aletonian princess publicly blessed the union, many at court were against it.  Here was Dominic, the Commander and a knight, marrying a foreigner.  When he learned of this, in open court, Dom challenged some of the most vocal critics to duels, claiming his honor was being tainted, but they wisely refused.  This did make him enemies at court, constantly trying to undermine him."
 
   "Frustrated with court life, he went to the king to offer his resignation.  When the Royal Guard and army officers found out, they came to the king as well, telling him that they would also resign and follow Dom.  To make matters worse, rumors had spread in the city that Dom was to be exiled because of his wife.  The people came out into the courtyard around the palace in protest."
 
   "To settle things down, Dominic and the king went out together to address the gathered crowd, smiling and reassuring them of his continued position."  He smiled at the memories.  "Dom hated politics.  Give him an enemy he could fight openly, he always said."
 
   "Over time, the controversy faded."  Jonas continued.  "As you know, he and Elidona established their home outside of the city.  Eli, as we called her, had grown up in a small town on an open plain and was not comfortable in the confines of the city."
 
   "He could not refuse her anything.  Despite the increased danger, they built their home near the foothills of the Gray Ridges."  Jonas sighed, eyes distant.  "Soon after, they had their son, Jaimor.  He was a precious child, always smiling and happy.  Marlis and I were his aunt and uncle and Dominic doted on him.  He was just three years old when tragedy struck."
 
   "As you know, Dom was called away to face an army of half-men and demons.  I was there at that battle, still serving with the army.  We were engaged with them when a rider came up to Dom.  He was told that a small group had broken away from the main force and were headed toward his home."
 
   Jonas shook his head sadly.  "Before anyone could react, Dom was on his horse and riding away.  I saw him ride by, a look of terror on his face, such a look as I had never seen before or since.  Knowing something was very wrong, I was released to go after him.  I rode as hard as I could, but I could not catch him."
 
   "As I got close to his home, I could see the smoke rising.  When I arrived, I found the house burning.  I went around back and saw Dom, who was caught off-guard and overwhelmed when he arrived, being held by a group of half-men, a demon carving that scar into him with a claw.  I fought with them, destroying most of the half-men and driving off the demon. "
 
     "Once it fled, I found Dom, blood streaming from that wound, kneeling over Eli and Jai, shaking them, begging them to get up, but they were already dead.  When I tried to heal Dom, he pulled a knife on me, stopping me.  He was lost in his anguish, so I did not press him.  He told me then that he would never be healed again."
 
   "Knowing he was ravaged by sorrow, I simply bandaged him up, then helped him bury his wife and child."  Jonas' eyes were now angry.  "They had abused them before they killed them, being especially cruel to Jai.  That sight was forever burned into my memory."
 
   He gave himself a little shake, then continued.  "We then went back to the city.  We headed straight to the palace, as we knew that word of Dom's abandonment of his command would have reached the king.  I tried to calm him down, but my effort failed."
 
   "When some in the court called for him to be punished for desertion, Dom, mad with grief, drew his sword and challenged them all to a duel to the death, right then and there.  The king tried to calm the situation, but Dom was having none of it.  He insulted and berated the king, calling him craven and a coward for sitting safely on his throne while others bled and lost.  He railed against the assembled nobles as well."
 
   "I was eventually able to pull him away, begging him to be silent."  He said.  "The king dismissed the court, leaving only us and the king and queen.  The queen was the one that crafted the compromise that allowed Dom to resign his titles and commands.  Even though his pride was wounded, knowing what Dom had just gone through, the king finally agreed to it."
 
   "Since that day, Dom has been a solitary hunter of our enemies."  Jonas concluded.  "He has thrown himself into that mission, unconcerned for his own safety.  That has been his life for the last twelve years."
 
   He reached over to pat Jake on the shoulder.  "I have told you all of this so you know that Dom has survived the worse the demons have dealt him.  You need to have faith that he will return."
 
   They continued until dark, finding another piece of the princess' clothes along the way.  As they were setting up camp, Jake went out and looked back down the road, bathed in the soft moonlight, hoping against hope that Dominic would come riding up.  But Dominic did not come.
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   The next morning, Jonas suggested that they should begin to scout their way, rather than simply riding ahead together.  Jonas thought the best choice for a scout would be Jake, though Marcus protested, claiming that he was better trained.  Jonas pointed out that Jake had a fast horse, was armored and, if needed, could use his magic to defend himself if he ran into demons.
 
   Marcus grudging agreed, then took Jake to the road.  He pointed out the signs of the princess' passage.  "Just look for tracks like these.  Watch for any reduction of numbers or turns in their path."  He looked over at Jake.  "Are you sure you can do this?"  He asked, looking unconvinced.
 
   Jake nodded, then headed back to his horse.  Fixing his helm and making sure his armor was in place, Jake climbed onto Dontas while the others finished packing up the camp.  Before he left, Jonas walked over to him.
 
   "Remember, Jake, just look for passage of the princess or signs of our enemies."  Jonas said as he stood next to Dontas.  "You don't need to ride hard.  Stop every hour or so, so we can join up with you.  Also, if you see something that needs further inspection, wait for us to catch up.  Do not go off the road on your own.  If you see our enemies or some other danger approaches, fall back to us."
 
   With a nod and a farewell wave to Hailyn, Jake started Dontas down the road.  He was both excited and a little frightened to be riding off on his own, knowing that their enemies operate in this area.  He tried to focus on his task as he set a moderate pace, scanning the dirt road and surrounding trees for the signs Marcus showed him and any indication of a change.  The road wound its way over some hills and twisted around others.  He rode on for what he believed was an hour, the trail staying on the road, then stopped where he had a clear view of the road ahead and waited for the rest to catch up.
 
   The weather was nice, not too hot, though the sun was out.  He took in the surrounding land.  The trees were starting to change, with more evergreens beginning to mix in with the other trees.  The ground was getting rockier, with the hills rising more sharply. He could see the Gray Ridges pushing into the sky in the eastern distance.  They were clearly moving towards the mountains.
 
   After the rest caught up, Jake took off again, riding ahead.  For most of the morning, that was their routine.  By the early afternoon, the terrain became steeper and the road became more hard-packed, making the trail harder to follow.  At the mid-day meal break, Jonas decided to send both Marcus and Jake ahead, Marcus being the better tracker, but Jake could provide the needed defense against the demons.
 
   Jake protested.  "What if you are attacked?"  He asked.  "You need to have Marcus here to deal with the physical threats."
 
   "Jake, we are only four."  Jonas said.  "Everything we are doing is a risk.  Aside for bows, the half-men have to get within sword distance to harm either Hailyn or myself.  With us working together, they will never get that close.  It will take more than a group of half-men and a demon or two to defeat us.  If we are attacked by something larger, then it may not matter if you and Marcus were here anyway."
 
   Jake finally agreed, though he was not happy about it as he and Marcus left, riding on.  After they were back on the trail, however, Jake saw the wisdom of it.  He lost it several times, though Marcus seemed confident, continuing on.  Jake, realizing that he was not helping with the trail, began to focus on the surrounding area, looking for threats.  They continued like this for another half hour, when Marcus suddenly stopped.
 
   As Jake watched, Marcus got off his horse, looking closely at the ground.  He walked slowly around the area, then started off towards the trees to the southeast.  He stopped just inside the tree line, kneeling to examine something, then came back.
 
   "They turned off here and rode into the trees."  Marcus said quietly.  He pointed back towards where he had been.  "The trail is clear in the soil."
 
   "I guess we wait here for Jonas and Hailyn."  Jake said, sliding off of Dontas and leading him into the shade of the trees.  Marcus did the same with his horse.
 
   They waited there, not speaking, watching and listening for any signs of movement.  Soon, they could hear the sound of the wagon approaching. When it rounded the corner, they came out to greet them.  They quickly explained what they had found and Jonas looked around, frowning.
 
   "We will have to leave the wagon; it won't make it through the trees."  He said.  "We should find a place where it can be hidden."
 
   They were able to find a gap in the trees where they could push the wagon, sheltering it from anyone on the road.  They grabbed some fallen tree limbs and other items to help camouflage it.  After Jonas unhooked the horses, Jake and Marcus did what they could to erase their tracks to the wagon as they returned to Jonas and Hailyn.
 
   Jonas and Hailyn were on the wagon horses, with only a blanket as a saddle and the bridles and reins from the wagon.  Jake and Marcus loaded the extra food and water they brought from the wagon into their saddlebags.
 
   Once they were all mounted, Jonas signaled Marcus to lead them.  He went ahead, followed by Jonas, Hailyn and Jake bringing up the rear.  They rode slowly, moving through the trees.  The forest, made up mostly of tall pines, seemed too quiet as they rode, making Jake nervous.  He constantly looked behind them, as well as to the sides.  He saw nothing, but that did not make him feel better.
 
   They rode for another two to three hours, moving up and down along the hills, not seeing anything, but Marcus was sure they were on the trail.  The sun angled to the west, its light filtering through the trees, deepening the shadows.
 
   Without warning, they came across a large forest trail, almost a road, heading east-west.  Marcus stopped, dismounted and examined the trail closely.  "They went east along the trail."  He said, getting back on his horse.  He started off in that direction, the others following.
 
   They continued on, the light getting lower as the day drew to a close.  The terrain was rugged, but passable.  They rode up a steep and rocky hill, suddenly stopping at the top.  Below them, the sparse trees ended halfway down the slope.  Beyond that, the trail cut its way through a tumbled mix of rocks and they could just make out a rocky cliff ahead.
 
   However, it was not the rocks that stopped them.  There was a feeling of coldness and evil that seemed to radiate from the area.  The horses begin to whinny and shy away, nervous.  Facing those sensations, Jake resisted the urge to call up his magic, not wanting to draw attention.  Jonas motioned them to go back.
 
   They rode down the trail a ways, then left it, concealing their passage as they went.   They headed into a dense grouping of trees, going until they could not see the trail.  Jonas had them dismount, then gather close.
 
   "I believe that we have reached where the demons brought the princess."  He whispered.  "I think that we have two options.  The first is that we ride back to find Alleon and bring back the army.  Finding Alleon seems the most logical choice, despite the delay of many days.  With the additional soldiers and clerics, we would stand a better chance in a fight."
 
   He paused.  "However, there are drawbacks to this.  We do not know how many of our enemies we face or even if the princess is still here.  It may be that we will have brought them here for nothing or to confront more enemies than even Alleon's force could overcome.  A bitter fight also increases the chance that the princess will be harmed."
 
   "The second is that we attempt to enter secretly and locate or recover the princess ourselves."  He continued, face serious.  "It will take stealth, strength and courage.  It goes without saying that there is great danger to attempt this.  We could easily be seen and killed, overcome or captured.  But, to attempt such a feat is probably the last thing our enemies would expect us to do.  That element of surprise may be the edge to allow us to succeed."
 
   Marcus spoke up, his voice soft, but firm.  "Feeling the evil of this area, I will say again that I am not leaving her in their hands a moment longer than necessary."  His face was a mask, hard and resolute. "I will attempt this place alone, if need be."
 
   "You will not go alone, young Marcus."  Jonas said, smiling grimly, clasping his arm.  "I will go with you."
 
   He looked at Hailyn, warmth in his eyes.  "Here, my dear girl, you must make the choice.  This is not something I would ever demand of you.  It is far beyond what would ever be required of an apprentice.  You can remain here to wait for us or take a horse and attempt to return to Alleon."
 
   "I trust in the mercy of the One and in you.  I will follow you to whatever end, Master."  Hailyn replied simply.
 
   Jonas nodded, then faced Jake.  "For you, to go along means that you will enter into the midst of those that want you desperately.  You are probably at the greatest risk of us all, Jake, so you must decide.  There is no shame to say no.  You can also take your horse and return to Alleon, even though that way is dangerous too."
 
   "If you are going, I will go, Jonas."  Jake said, trying to push down his fear.  "Dominic would have done the same if he were here."  Jonas gave him a tight smile, then got down to business.
 
   "We will leave the horses here and go on foot."  Jonas said.  "We'll make our way down to the rocks and find a place where we can observe the layout of this place while there is still light.  If we see a path in, we will take it."
 
   They took out some rope and tied it off loosely between two trees, wrapping the horses' reins over it.  They left it loose so the horses could break free if threatened.  Marcus grabbed a waterskin and, kneeling, poured water into the dirt, mixing it with his hands, making mud.  Jake was not sure what he was doing when he motioned Jake over.
 
   "Rub the mud on your armor."  Marcus said quietly as he started to do the same on his.  "It will reduce reflections off the metal, giving us a better chance of approaching unseen."  Jake, nodding his understanding, began to slather the mud on his breastplate.  After they inspected each other to make sure all of the exposed metal was covered, they went back over to Jonas.
 
   After one final check of the horses, Jonas had them move off.  They made their way back to the top of the hill, trying to move stealthily, watching the surrounding woods, angling away from the forest trail.  Making sure that no enemies were in sight, they slowly worked their way down through the trees, stopping just beyond the tree line, behind some large rocks.  They peered around the rocks, their angle giving them a clear a line of sight ahead.
 
   They could see that the tumbled rocks created jagged obstacles, flowing down the hillside.  At the bottom of the hill, a clearing appeared, the rocks seemingly pushed back.  The bare stone clearing spread out along the face of the cliff that loomed behind it.  They saw that there was a large natural opening at the base of the cliff.  They scanned the cliff for other openings, not seeing any others at first.
 
   While they were surveying the cliff, a small group of eight half-men on horses appeared, riding out of the opening.  They watched as the group made their way up the trail and into the forest.  As they turned back, Jake caught a glimpse of movement away from the opening, near where the cliff merged back into the hills.  He tapped Jonas and pointed.
 
   From behind a rocky outcropping, two half-men appeared, carrying something wrapped in a rough blanket between them.  They took it away from the cliff, then threw it towards the ground, pulling the blanket away.  Jake saw a naked body drop towards the ground, then vanish.  It took him a moment to figure it out what happened.  With the sun was getting lower, the clearing and base of the cliff were in shadow, but he was barely able to make out a darker opening in the ground.  There was some sort of pit there.  The half-men turned and went back behind the outcropping.
 
   Jonas drew them close together.  "I think we have found our way in."  He said, voice barely a whisper.  "We will wait until dark, then move along the rocks, making our way towards that outcropping."
 
   They waited anxiously for the sun to set, glancing all around for any hint of their enemies.  As night slowly settled over the forest, they watched as several half-men came out of the main entrance, set up some torches to light the area and stood guard.
 
   Jonas addressed Jake and Hailyn.  "When we start in, do not use your power unless I do so first or our enemies are on us.  We will try to avoid confrontation, if at all possible."
 
   Finally, Jonas motioned them to start moving.  Marcus took the lead again, slowly working his way along the rocks, watching the cliff for any signs that they had been detected.  They moved deliberately and quietly.  They made it over to the far hillside undetected, then started to navigate down the rocks, trying to keep low to allow the rocks to block their passage from the main entrance.
 
   As they got closer to the cliff, a stench of death and rotting flesh grew stronger.  They were nearing the pit, clearly a place where the demons' victims were disposed of.  It became difficult to breathe and Jake clenched his teeth together, trying not to vomit.  As they got close, near the start of the clearing, they were forced to stop to study the way in.  The stench seemed to surround Jake like a physical presence.
 
   They could see a dark opening behind the outcropping of rock, only wide enough to go one at a time.  Jonas pointed to himself, indicating that he would go first.  Marcus would follow, then Hailyn with Jake to bring up the rear.  Jonas studied the opening for a few moments, listening for sounds or hints of anyone inside.  After a quick glance to make sure the guards at the main entrance were not looking, he rose and ran quickly over to the opening, skirting around the black maw of the pit.
 
   Marcus, Hailyn and Jake followed quickly.  As soon as they crossed, Jonas went into the opening, the end of his staff held out in front of him.  The darkness seemed to swallow them up as they made their way in.  They advanced slowly, listening intently for approaching threats while Jake kept an eye out behind them.  After several tense moments of wandering forward in the dark, their eyes adjusted and they saw the faint glow of light ahead, outlining the passage.
 
   The light became brighter as they got closer to its source, bathing the rough cut walls of the passage in an orange color.  The passage turned slightly, then opened up into another passageway that ran perpendicular to the one they were in, this one lit with burning torches.  They paused just inside the tunnel, listening for any sign of danger.  Saying a quick prayer under his breath, Jonas stuck his head out quickly, looking both ways, then stepped back.
 
   "It is clear for now."  He whispered.  "There appear to be additional passageways along this corridor.  Not knowing the layout of this place, we have to trust our instincts.  I believe we should go right, down the corridor, then take the next left, which should take us deeper inside.  Be alert and stay focused."  The others nodded.
 
   Jonas glanced out again, making sure he could not see or hear anyone, then quietly but rapidly moved down the corridor, the others right behind.  They came quickly to another passageway on the left, this one dimly lit with a few torches.  They turned down it, not stopping.  The passageway was rough-cut and narrow at first, but tall enough they could walk upright.  There was a hint of a burnt, slightly sulfuric smell in the air that reminded Jake of used matches.  After several minutes, they saw an opening in the wall that indicated another passageway intersecting the one they were in.  They were almost to it when several half-men suddenly walked out of it into their passageway.
 
   All froze for a split second, each surprised to see the other.  Jonas reacted first, his body suddenly blazing, his aura shining brightly, driving away the darkness.  The half-men reached for their swords, but it was already too late.  Quick as thought, Jonas sent a brilliant lance of his magic into them, the clerics' fire reducing them to ash, weapons clanging to the ground.
 
   Jonas immediately released his might, the party momentarily blinded by his display.  They waited, listening intently for the sounds of approaching feet.  They heard nothing, so Jonas motioned them to move ahead.  They continued, down the passageway, the smell of sulfur growing stronger.
 
   Several tense minutes later, another opening appeared on the right.  Across from it, there was a space where the passageway expanded to the left, but did not go anywhere.  In the middle of that expanded space was a large dark hole in the ground.  They approached cautiously, trying to move silently.  They were almost past it when they all felt the icy chill of the presence of a demon.
 
   Jonas embraced his power, Hailyn and Jake doing the same.  The light threw back the shadows, revealing two Imps directly ahead, surrounded in their dark power.  Jonas engaged them, his might clashing with theirs, driving them back.  Jonas drew more power, his form shining as bright as the sun, attacking again, destroying one, then the other.
 
   From behind, Jake heard something approaching.  He spun, launching his own power back down the way they had come.  He heard the clash of magics, seeing an Imp staggering, form smoking.  He sent a wall of blue fire at it, filling the passageway, driving it back, knocking it down.  As it struggled to get up, Jake sent a final burst into it and it exploded into ash.
 
   Hailyn, scanning for more enemies, had turned back towards Jake.  She saw him give her a tight smile as he came forward, his magic glowing a dazzling blue.  Before either of them could react, an Imp came leaping out of the adjoining passageway, arms outstretched for him.  She watched in horror as the Imp's claws scraped along Jake's breastplate, sparks flying, but did not do any damage.  The impact as the Imp hit him drove him back.  Behind it, more half-men and Imps came flooding into the passageway.  She called out to Jonas, sending her might into the press of half-men and demons, while watching Jake struggle.
 
   Too late, she realized he was heading for the dark hole in the floor.  The Imp was tangled up with him, a high-pitched whine coming from it as it was being burned by his magic.  She saw that he tried to regain his footing when he teetered for a moment on the edge of that pit, still tied up with the demon, and then he was gone.
 
   ...
 
   Jake and the demon fell into an inky darkness, Jake's magic lighting the tight rocky hole as they plummeted.  Jake felt the demon impact a rock, spinning them around, then they hit solid ground, the demon underneath him, sending them tumbling down a steep slope.  Jake's armor kept the demon's claw at bay, while absorbing some of the impacts of his tumble.  They slid down together, then dropped again, falling several feet into another passageway.
 
   Jake rolled away, ignoring the aches and pains of his fall, then rose to his knees, sending his magic blazing into the demon.  It was stunned by the fall and could not react.  It exploded into ash, the sound echoing down the rocky tunnel.
 
   He took a second to check himself out, feeling along his arms and legs, surprised not to have broken anything.  He slowly got to his feet, looking down the passage.  With his magic shining, lighting the area, he did not see anything else in the tunnel.  He could still smell the sulfur scent that they had been approaching, so he decided to follow that, hoping he could rejoin the others.  He cautiously followed the passage deeper into the mountain.
 
   He walked warily, listening for any hints of trouble, eyes watching for movement.  As he went deeper down the tunnel, he began to hear the faint sound of voices ahead.  He slowed his pace, holding his power tightly, prepared to strike, trying to watch every direction.
 
   As he crept along, he gradually noticed a light at the end of the passage.  As he got closer to that light, he released his magic to hide his approach and slowed even further, barely moving.  Gripping his sword just in case, he finally reached the end of the passage and cautiously looked out, trying to minimize his movements.
 
   Beyond the tunnel was an open, semi-circular cavern, about one hundred yards wide with a rough hewn floor and a ceiling covered with stalactites at least eighty feet overhead.  He could see that there were multiple passages, at different levels, around the edge of the cavern.  The cavern was lit with many torches burning with a reddish flame, giving the impression that the whole cavern was on fire.  The burnt sulfuric smell was strong in the air.  As he glanced out, he could see that there were groups of half-men and Imps spread out around the cavern.
 
   Across the cavern, a massive throne was carved directly out of a stone rise.  At the base of the throne, surrounded by torches, was much smaller chair, made of a black metal.  With a start, he realized that Keria was sitting in it, plainly dressed, secured by straps to its arms and legs.
 
   "Come out, boy."  A deep voice boomed throughout the cavern.  The sound sent a shiver of terror through Jake.  "I can feel you nearby."
 
   A large robed figure stepped out from behind the throne.  It was almost human in appearance, though very tall.  Jake could just make out the black eyes at this distance.  Jake shrank back in spite of himself.  He could sense the coldness and evil radiating from it, much greater than he had felt from the Imps.
 
   "I only want to talk with you."  The demon said smoothly, searching the passages.  "I want you to understand your options before you do something that will only lead to your death.  As you can see, I have kept the princess unharmed, as I said I would.  Hear me out, then decide."
 
   Jake knew instinctively that it was foolish to even listen to the demon, but seeing Keria bound, he stoked his courage, called up his magic and stepped out into the cavern.  The demon immediately locked onto him, its eyes boring into him, a smile appearing on its face.  Keria cried out his name, the sound of her voice echoing in the cavern.
 
   "So, you are this Jake Thomas I have heard about."  The demon said, deep voice taking on a compelling tone.  It came closer, striding slowly towards him.  "I am Creatos, Lord of the Darkness.  I can appreciate the courage you have shown coming here, Jake.  Now, you need to use your reason.  You do not know yet the power you can wield if you join us.  Simply come to me and I will teach you."
 
   Jake took a step back, pulling more power in, the blue light of his magic shining against the red of the torches.  "I don't believe it would be that simple.  You want me to be evil, just like you."  He said loudly.
 
   "That is because you have been swayed by rumors and tales."  The demon said, laughing.  "I am reasonable and only seek to have you serve me.  If you will but obey my commands, I will give you whatever you desire: power, riches, women."  It gestured at Keria.  "Come to me now and I will give you the girl as a sign of good faith.  You can do with her what you will; even release her, if you wish."
 
   "Let the princess go first and I'll consider it."  Jake said, trying to figure out a way to save Keria.
 
   The demon's face pulled back in a look of contempt.  "That is not the answer you should have given, boy."  It growled, smoothness gone.  "Do you really expect me, who saw the beginning of all creation, to barter with something as low as you?  You will take only what I give."  It rose to its full height.  "I offered you this girl in exchange for your obedience, but that was a one-time offer.  She is mine and what you want no longer matters.  You are here and I will simply take you, even if I have to break you first.  If you seek to resist me, it will only make it that much more painful in the end."
 
   "I won't allow you to hurt her."  Jake said, his anger now rising with his fear for Keria.  He continued to pull in his magic, strengthening it.
 
   Creatos laughed, cold and cruel.  His lips pulled back into a smirk.  "When I have broken you, you will be made to watch while I use your precious princess, then pass her to my followers."
 
   "Never!"  Jake yelled as he sent a blazing bolt of blue fire at the demon.  His blast forced the demon back a step, their conflicting energies crackling.
 
   "You are stupid if you think you can stand against me."  Creatos laughed, waving off the Imps and half-men as they moved towards Jake.  "I have faced the Creator himself, so what chance do you think you have?"  He sent his own dark might raging at Jake.
 
   Jake blocked the attack, the force of it striking him hard, harder than anything he faced before, driving him back several steps.  Shaking it off, he responded, striking back at the demon.  He continued the attack, sending a steady stream of azure might into the demon.
 
   Creatos laughed as he deflected Jake's attack.  "Fool!  It will take more than that to defeat me."  The demon lord countered, its magic striking Jake, this time knocking him to the ground.  Jake rolled with the blow and struggled back to his knees.
 
   He saw Creatos, with a triumphant look on his face, send another bolt of darkness at him.  Jake deflected it, rocking back from the impact.  Suddenly, the air seemed full of darkness as Creatos began to rain blows rapidly at Jake, the atmosphere staggering from the conflicting energies.  He found himself barely able to fight off these attacks, with no thought of counter-attacking.  He could feel conflicting wisps of fire and ice seeping in as the demon's energies began to break though his defenses.
 
   Seemingly out of nowhere, an enormous blast of clerics' fire slammed into Creatos, rocking him back and freeing Jake.  The demon lost its footing and went to the ground, flesh smoking.  Jake, as he pushed himself back to his feet, looked over to see Jonas, face determined and staff in front of him, entering the cavern through another passageway, his form pulsing brightly, yellow light illuminating the cavern walls, with Hailyn and Marcus following closely behind.
 
   "You are as stupid as the boy, cleric."  The demon lord snarled as it regained its feet.  "You have only ensured your death today."
 
   "You do not frighten me, demon."  Jonas said loudly, voice defiant.  "I am a servant of the One, a wielder of His Light.  If I fall, I know that I will be sheltered in His hand for eternity.  For you, there is only oblivion."
 
   Creatos, staring pure hate at Jonas, attacked, sending his demon fire at him, while calling on the Imps and half-men to kill him.  Jonas deflected the attack, sending the conflicting powers into the ceiling.  The Imps began to attack as well, dark magic flying at Jonas, forcing him to retreat back a few steps.  Hailyn began to strike the nearest half-men and demons while Marcus waded into a group of half-men, shield and sword moving.
 
   Jake returned to the fight, sending his magic into the half-men closing with Jonas, blasting them away.  Creatos turned back to Jake, slamming him with his dark magic.  Jake rolled with the blow, counter-attacking as he regained his feet.  He tried to increase his might, desperate to strike a decisive blow.  His counters began to have some effect, as Creatos' form was smoldering, but nothing was seriously hurting him.
 
   Creatos again began to batter Jake with a constant barrage of attacks, this time signaling the closest half-men.  "Render him unconscious and bring him to me."  Focused on stopping Creatos' attacks, Jake could not spare anything to defend against the six half-men that came towards him.
 
   He was staggered by an especially powerful blast, losing his footing and going down.  Jake saw the half-men start to run towards him, seeking to take advantage.  Jake's hand gripped his dagger as he tried to regain his feet.
 
   Before he could right himself, a shadow passed over him as a figure leapt from a passageway above him, bowling into the half-men.  Jake heard a familiar voice call out as the figure rolled to its feet, sword in hand.  "Get on your feet and fight, boy!"
 
   Dominic!
 
   Jake was stunned for a brief moment as he saw Dominic, who clearly fought his way to them, his clothes tattered and armor dented and scratched, blood running from multiple wounds, engage the half-men, sword moving, putting them down.  He immediately launched himself at the next group of half-men nearby.
 
   Creatos saw him as well, sending a blast towards him to blacken his bones.  Jake lashed out with a flare of blue might, deflecting the attack as he regained his feet.  He attacked again, determined to end this, striking Creatos and forcing him back.
 
   Jake and the demon fought, the clash of their powers echoing and overlapping the sounds of Jonas battling the Imps, the flashes of light from the duel battles making the shadows in the cavern dance.  While Marcus and Dominic were engaged with the half-men, Hailyn was attacking them as well, clearing space around the warriors.  Jake and Creatos circled each other on the outside of that battle, each trying to take advantage, bolts of light and dark blistering the air.
 
   The demon lord delivered a powerful counter, driving Jake down to his knees.  It rose to its full height, black eyes reflecting the reddish light of the torches.  "It is time to end this farce."  Creatos snarled as he advanced.  "Obey me now and I will spare your life.  Otherwise, I will send you to..."  He cut off as Dominic seem to explode out of a nearby group of half-men and ran forward, blade extended.
 
   The demon was caught off guard and unable to move in time.  Dominic ducked under its arms and, putting his momentum behind it, ran his sword through its belly.
 
   The demon screamed a horrible scream, a cry of terrible pain and overwhelming anger, stunning all.  It whirled and backhanded Dominic, catching him on his breastplate, crumpling it, and sending him tumbling across the rocky floor.  His body twisted and turned as he rolled, then came to a halt, limp and motionless.  The demon yanked the sword from its stomach, the metal ringing as it hit the stone floor.  Dark blood flowed around its hand as it clutched at the wound.
 
   Suddenly, all of the half-men began to cry out and fall as Creatos began to drain their life energies.  Jake could almost see the dark energy as it flowed into the demon lord.  Its magic took on a darker hue, pulsing and concentrating on its wound.  Jake could see the wound starting to close.
 
   "The half-men!"  Jake called out, as he swept his power into the writhing half-men, destroying them.  "Destroy the half-men!"  Jonas heard and he and Hailyn sent bright flares of their magic into the half-men, destroying them as well.
 
   Creatos snarled, crying out as the energies began to weaken, attempting to draw in what remained before the half-men were destroyed.  The surviving Imps, stunned by the turn of events and staring in disbelief at their lord, suddenly turned and fled the cavern, leaving Creatos alone.
 
   Jake turned back, striking the demon, staggering it, its wound still open.  It was not allowed to set itself as Jonas hammered it with clerics' fire, Hailyn adding her might as well.  They battered it, not letting up, but it was strong, able to resist their powers longer than expected.  They drove it back, their powers reaching it more and more.
 
   Desperate, the demon fixed its gaze on Jake, hate and contempt twisting its face, then snarled.  "You will still lose."  Jake saw one of its arms, radiating dark fire, swing towards Keria, struggling against her bonds.
 
   "NOOOO!"  Jake screamed.  Suddenly, the magic surrounding Jake's body pulsed with a brilliant white light, blinding, washing out the other lights in the cavern, then launched at the demon.  Jake seemed to collapse in on himself and crumpled to the cave floor.
 
   Before Creatos could react, the white fire slammed into him, driving him back, tearing through the demon's magical protection.  The demon writhed and screamed again as the light burned into its body.  That terrible scream reverberated throughout the cavern, seeming to come from all directions.  The conflicting magical energies coursing around its body sparked and snapped, leaving the demon's skin cracked and smoking, its face ruined.
 
   But Creatos was strong, resisting, trying to use his power to overcome Jake's magic.  Then Jonas struck again, a beam of pure sunlight blasting into the demon.  Abruptly, shockingly quick, the conflicting magics exploded, shattering the air, cutting off the scream and turning the demon lord to ash.
 
   As the sound of the demon's end faded, the cavern went silent.  Jonas let his magic go, face drawn and tired.  Marcus, armor and shield dented and sword covered in blood, ran to free the princess.
 
   Hailyn, crying out, ran towards Jake, her magic at the ready.  Jonas, startled by her movement, followed and caught up to her before she could reach Jake.  "No!"  He said firmly as he grabbed her arm and pulled her up short.  "Let me look after him."
 
   Jonas knelt down next to Jake.  Jake was deathly pale, his hair had streaks of pure white it, much more pronounced than before, and his body seemed incredibly fragile.  Jonas reached out to check his pulse, but stopped short.  He wondered if touching Jake would cause the same reaction as when he tried to heal him.  He watched Jake closely and saw the slight inhalation of breath and a pulse in his neck, faint but there.
 
   "He's alive."  He said gently to Hailyn as he rose.  She sobbed in relief.  "Do not touch him or try to heal him.  I need time to study this.  I know you want to help, but this is beyond you.  Go see to the princess and Marcus while I find Dominic."
 
   Jonas quickly crossed the cavern to look for Dominic.  He found him lying on his back, bloodied and broken, face battered and eyes closed.  His armor was pushed inwards from Creatos' blow, his clothing blackened and torn.  He had multiple open wounds and his left arm was twisted unnaturally underneath him.  Jonas, saying a silent prayer, reached down and checked for a pulse.  He finally felt a faint beating, the only indication that Dominic was still alive.
 
   Moving quickly, Jonas used Dominic's dagger to cut away the straps on the breastplate to remove it, gently extracted his twisted arm and straightened it out, then laid his hand on his forehead, calling up his magic in spite of his fatigue, sending it flowing into Dominic.  Jonas healed the most serious injuries first, then worked his way through the other wounds.
 
   As he finished, Dominic's eyelids flickered, then opened.  He looked at Jonas, eyes bright.  "Is the boy alright?"  He asked quietly.
 
   "He lives."  Jonas said, relieved, and slowly stood.  Dominic took Jonas' outstretched hand and rose, looking resolute and strong despite the torn and bloody clothes.  Scanning the cavern quickly, he went over to retrieve his sword lying on the stone floor, then headed back with Jonas to where Jake lay.
 
   The princess, now free, was standing with Marcus and Hailyn, hovering over Jake.  Both Keria and Hailyn were crying as they looked down at Jake.  Marcus was attempting to watch the entrances to the cavern and the princess at the same time, bloody sword still in his hand.  Jonas and Dominic stopped on the other side of Jake.
 
   Jonas spoke to them quietly.  "I have suspected that Jake's command of his magic is not the only thing that is unusual about him.  As he did before during the attack near the miners' camp, he somehow channeled his own life force into his magic.  When I healed him before, he somehow tapped into my life force to replace what he lost.  It was that taking of my life force that healed him, not necessarily my power."  He paused.  "I believe that the only way to help him is to replenish his life force.  He had only used a small amount before; this is appears to be much larger.  If I were to attempt to heal Jake now, it may be that I would not survive the attempt."
 
   "If I must risk it to save him, I will."  Jonas continued.  "However, I will not do it here.  We still have to get clear of this place, so we may need my power."
 
   He looked sympathetically at Hailyn and Keria.  "Jake is alive.  We will take him back to Sanduas where I can study this more closely.  If he worsens, then I will take steps."
 
   He turned to Dominic.  "Dom, I want you to carry Jake.  I'm not sure if my power caused our connection before, but it did not occur when you held him.  Until we know what triggers Jake's ability to draw out the life force, Hailyn and I should not touch him."
 
   Dominic nodded and sheathed his sword.  "We must depart."  He said as he bent down to pick up Jake.  "The demons have fled for now, but they may return."
 
   …
 
   High above the cavern floor, in a darkened opening, a figure cloaked and cowled in black stood quietly and watched as the small group gathered themselves, then left through the opening they came in.  He watched as the tall warrior picked up the boy, cradling him, as the young warrior led the group out, the female cleric, glowing in her power, and the princess behind him.  The tall warrior went next, followed by the cleric with the staff, his aura still shining brightly, guarding the rear.
 
   He had debated simply going down and taking the boy, but his orders were to observe, taking action only to prevent Creatos from gaining control over the boy.  Also, the male cleric had demonstrated great power, more power than he had seen before in a cleric, so he was cautious.
 
   In the silence that followed their departure, the figure mulled over what he had seen.  Creatos had been an arrogant fool to think he would have been allowed to keep the boy.  Well, he paid for that arrogance, the figure thought dismissively.  The boy showed surprising power and courage, including his sacrifice in the end.
 
   The figure wished he had been allowed to take the boy.  He was looking forward to the chance to talk with him; his story had to be fascinating.  Soon, he was sure, his Master would move to capture the boy.  After that, he would have plenty of time to find out more about this Jake Thomas.
 
   Turning around, his cloak dragging across the husks of the two Imps which had tried to stop him, he left to report what had happened to his Master.
 
    
 
   Here ends Book 1 of the Jake Thomas trilogy.
 
   Jake's fate and journey continues in Book 2 – Sword of Light
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