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   [bookmark: Chapter1]Chapter One
 
   [bookmark: Start]"Princess."
 
   Keria turned at Dominic's soft whisper.  Her heart ached as she saw Jake lying limp and unmoving in Dominic's arms, tears coming to her eyes despite her attempt to be strong.  He had not given any signs of life other than the rise and fall of his chest since that final brilliant display of power that had enabled Creatos’ destruction.
 
   "You need to help Jonas."  Dominic said quietly.
 
   In the confusion following Creatos' demise, they had escaped the cliff fortress and were making their way up the surrounding hills to enter the forest.  The few scattered groups of demons and half-men they had encountered were quickly overwhelmed by Jonas and Hailyn.  Keria had been stunned by the power Jonas wielded when he fought off the attackers.  Like an avatar of Light, his dazzling magic had forced back the darkness and destroyed the half-men and Imps with seeming ease.
 
   Looking past Dominic, she saw Jonas in the pale moonlight stumble along, clearly exhausted.  Even so, he continued to scan the surrounding area for any threat, his staff gripped tightly in his hand, face determined.  Even as she watched, he almost went down as his footing slipped, but he planted his staff to prevent it.
 
   "Go back and lend him support."  Dominic continued.  "He is out on his feet and my hands are full."
 
   Keria nodded and fell back to Jonas.  She stepped close and wrapped her arm around his waist.  Jonas gave her a tired smile and put his arm across her shoulders as they continued along.  She saw Marcus turn back and frown when he realized that she was at the rear of their line, but he turned back after a short, sharp gesture from Dominic.
 
   They reached the tree line and made their way over the top of the rise and into the forest proper.  Keria’s eyes and thoughts turned back to Jake, his head just visible around Dominic's back, rolling slightly with every step Dominic took.  He had risked everything for her, appearing like a hero from one of her stories to confront the demon lord.  He had fought to rescue her from a fate that was too terrible to contemplate.  The mere thought of it sent cold shivers through her body.  In the end, he had used his own life force in a desperate attempt to save her when the demon lord moved to kill her.  She prayed that Jonas could help him; she owed him her life.
 
   They continued back to where the group had left their horses, weaving silently through the trees.  They could hear in the distance the sounds of the half-men riding to and fro, punctuated with faint shouts and curses.  Marcus was sure in his direction and they arrived back at the stand of trees that hid their horses.  They found the horses unharmed, though Dominic's warhorse was lathered and had several large wounds visible in the faint light.
 
   Safely in the shelter of the trees, Keria saw Hailyn briefly embrace her power and lay her hands on the horse.  Keria watched, fascinated, as the gashes closed and the stallion shook its head.  As Hailyn reached up to stroke the horse’s head, she released her power, plunging the area back into darkness.
 
   "Princess, you take Jonas' horse; he will ride Dontas."  Dominic said as he carried Jake over to Shadow.  He gently laid Jake down next to the horse, and then turned back the group.  He walked over to stand in front of Jonas.
 
   "You are in no condition to fight."  He said, looking intently at Jonas.  "Give the girl your staff.  She appears to be in better shape than you."
 
   Without waiting for Jonas to respond, Dominic glanced over at Hailyn.  "Do you think you can protect the group?"  He asked quietly, trying to determine her strength.
 
   "I can, Dominic."  She replied resolutely.  "I'm tired, but not to the point of exhaustion."
 
   He turned back to Jonas, holding out his hand.  Jonas hesitated, but finally nodded and placed the staff in Dominic's hand.  Dominic handed it to Hailyn, and then helped Jonas over to Dontas.  Dominic helped him into saddle and set his feet in the stirrups, where Jonas swayed slightly as he tried to retain his balance.
 
   "Princess, you will need to ride next to Jonas to keep him on his horse."  Dominic said.  "We need to get back to the wagon before we can allow him to sleep."
 
   Keria nodded and went over to Jonas' horse, where Marcus helped her onto its back.  Keria returned his tight smile and he squeezed her hand before he headed to his horse.  What a tangled mess this is.  She thought as she watched him mount up.  He had made his feelings for her clear and now she owed him a blood debt as well; he had also braved the demons to rescue her.  
 
   Dominic quickly organized the small party.  Marcus led, then the princess and Jonas, followed by Dominic with Jake, and Hailyn guarding the rear.  They would stay close and ride as quietly as possible.  Dominic wanted to avoid any further contact with the demons and half-men, if at all possible.
 
   Dominic lifted Jake into saddle, keeping him secured with one arm, and swung up behind him.  He wrapped his arms around him to grasp Shadow's reins and hold him in the saddle.  He nodded to Marcus, who led the small band away from the demons' lair.
 
   ...
 
   Striving to stave off the tiring effects from her use of power, Hailyn scanned the surrounding forest, straining to hear any sounds of approaching danger as they made their way back towards the wagon.  The forest was quiet, the darkness oppressive, surrounding them like a cloak, making it hard to see very far as they traveled.  As she gripped the staff in her right hand, she could feel the carved runes against her palm while she controlled her horse with her left.  In the darkness, she could just make out Marcus as he led them through the trees.  Her gaze shifted to Dominic, stopping as she glimpsed Jake, unconscious and wrapped in Dominic’s arms.  The sight tore at her, but she tried to force herself to focus on the task at hand, though her eyes returned to Jake time and again.
 
   With her attention somewhat distracted, she was startled when Marcus suddenly let out a loud curse as an Imp and four half-men appeared.  They had arrived without warning in an opening in the trees.  He immediately spun his horse and charged at the group, sword out.  Hailyn, shaking off her surprise, quickly embraced her power.  The staff magnified her might, her shining form blazed brightly and lit the area.  Raising a hand, she unleashed a massive burst of clerics’ fire into the demon.  The demon staggered back, cursing in pain, its flesh blistering, while Marcus rode into the half-men, sword moving, scattering them.  Before the demon could set itself, Hailyn followed up with another blast of magic, this one overwhelming the demon’s defenses and reducing it to ash.
 
   With the demon destroyed, she shifted her focus on the half-men.  She saw one closing with Marcus from behind, sword ready to plunge into his back.  Before she could react, a bolt of clerics’ fire struck the half-man and he exploded into ash.  She saw Jonas, glowing in power and swaying in his saddle.  The princess, her hand on his arm, was supporting him as he struck out again.  Hailyn sent a wave of fire racing towards the remaining half-men closing in on Marcus, quickly destroying them.
 
   She rode over to Marcus, scanning him and his horse for any injuries.  She reached over to lay a hand on him to be sure when he waved her off.  “I’m fine, but they scored my horse.”  He said, while continuing to watch the surrounding woods.
 
   Hailyn leaned over and set her hand on his horse.  She sent her power into it, feeling the wound lining the side away from her.  Concentrating, she closed the gash, keeping her power in the horse while making sure it was healed properly and there was no poison in the wound.  Satisfied, she sat back upright in her saddle and Marcus gave her a nod of thanks.  He turned his horse back towards the direction they were traveling.
 
   As she headed back to her position at the rear of the line, Hailyn glanced over at Jonas, the glow of his power now gone.  He gave her a weak smile and a nod, his face tired and drawn, the princess right next to him, hand on his arm.  As she passed Dominic, who had drawn his sword with right hand while holding both his reins and Jake with his left, he said quietly.  “Well done, girl; now release your power before we lose all of our night vision.”
 
   Embarrassed that she had to be reminded to do so, she released her power, plunging the group back into darkness.  She took up her position again and they continued on.
 
   Shortly after their fight, Hailyn heard the sounds of half-men calling to each other in the distance from time to time, but those sounds eventually faded away.  They avoided any further contact with their enemies as they rode.  After what seemed to be an interminable period of time, riding quietly through the dark forest with only the soft sounds of the horses in the air, she was taken by surprise when the trees suddenly ended and they came out onto the forest road where they had left the wagon.
 
   As Marcus gathered his bearing and turned onto the road to lead them back to where the wagon lay hidden, Hailyn took in a deep breath and sighed as she surveyed the open space along the road, the faint moonlight seeming bright after the forest darkness.  She continued to regard the open road, relieved to be out of the trees, as she took her place as the rear guard.
 
   It took them another half hour to find the wagon, searching in the dark, as they had come out of the forest a couple of miles east of its hiding place.  Once they gathered near it, Dominic called the group together.
 
   “We only have a few hours before sunrise.”  He said quietly.  “We will move the horses into the forest next to the wagon.  We should feed and water them and let them rest.  I will put Jake in the back of the wagon, but I do not want to attempt to hook up the wagon in the dark.  Once the sun is up, we will start moving back towards Alleon’s forces.”  He glanced at Jonas, almost asleep in the saddle.  “This will also give Jonas time to sleep and recover some of his strength.”
 
   Hailyn and Keria moved rapidly, clearing a space for Jake in the wagon bed, laying down blankets on the wagon floor.  Dominic, with Marcus’ help, carried Jake to the wagon, removed his armor and sword, and laid him down.  Keria covered him up with another set of blankets and made a pillow for his head.  Recalling Jonas’ warning of the dangers of the clerics touching Jake, Dominic waved away Hailyn to ensure no accidental contact with the boy.
 
   Dominic grabbed some blankets and spread them out on the ground next to the wagon.  He helped Jonas down from Dontas and led him over to the blankets.  Jonas sank to the ground and was quickly asleep.
 
   Dominic and Marcus fed and watered the horses, while Hailyn and the princess brought out and prepared some of the travel rations.  After they had all eaten a small meal, Dominic spoke.  “Princess, try to get some sleep as well.  Marcus, Hailyn and I will keep watch.”  Dominic moved back to Shadow, stripping off his torn and bloody shirt and pulling out a clean one.
 
   Hailyn watched as Keria climbed into the wagon bed and lay down next to Jake, moving close to him with her hand resting on his chest, almost cuddling.  Hailyn sighed bitterly and turned away, as she felt the pangs of jealously surge through her, unbidden tears springing from her eyes.
 
   As she turned, she saw Marcus also looking at the wagon, his face a mask in the faint light, eyes dark and brooding.  He was clearly not happy about the arrangement either.
 
   Suddenly, Dominic was there, glancing at the wagon with knowing eyes.  His voice cut through the night.  “I need you both focused.”  He said firmly.  “We do not know what will happen in the days ahead; fate is a strange thing.  Whatever happens will happen, but for now, you need to be alert and put any other thoughts aside.”  With that, he moved off into the forest.
 
   Hailyn shared a look with Marcus before she headed out to guard the eastern approach.  She found a place next to a large tree with several large bushes near its trunk where she could watch the road without exposing herself.  She sat down, leaning back against the tree, trying to stay focused on her task.  But with sleepiness spreading, her thoughts began to wander.
 
   She was heartsick that she could not touch Jake or make an attempt to help him.  Her only option was to watch him lying in that wretched state.  Would he recover?  What had he done to himself?  Would he be the same?  Her worry for him overcame the feelings of jealousy as she wrestled with her unpleasant thoughts.
 
   After what seemed an eternity, the sky began to lighten in the east.  She sat there quietly, shaking herself from time to time, her eyes drooping despite her best efforts, waiting for the sun to rise. She sat there until the sun, in a flare of reddish-gold light, lifted into the sky over the mountains.  She wearily stood and headed back to the wagon.
 
   When she arrived, she saw that Dominic and Marcus had already returned and were quietly harnessing the horses to the wagon, to allow Keria and Jonas to sleep.  Once the wagon was ready, Dominic went over to wake Jonas.
 
   It took several gentle nudges from Dominic before Jonas woke with a groan.  His eyes fluttered for a few seconds, then opened.  He took a moment to get his bearings and slowly stood with some help from Dominic.  His face was still drawn and tired, but his eyes quickly regained their focus.  He looked around, saw Hailyn and moved over to her while Dominic went to wake the princess.
 
   “You did well, my dear child.”  Jonas said gently to her.  “Now, you can rest while I watch over you.”  He said with a smile as he held out his hand.
 
   Hailyn quickly put the staff in his hand, relieved that Jonas was up.  “Are you sure you are strong enough, Master?”  She asked, concern in her voice.  “You only had a couple of hours of sleep.”
 
   “I am tired, but no longer have the weariness like before.”  Jonas replied, looking closely at her.  “You look like you are ready to fall asleep standing there.  You can sleep as we travel.”
 
   As they turned back to the wagon, Dominic was speaking to Keria, who was rising from the wagon bed.  “You will be more comfortable on Dontas, Highness, than bouncing around in the back of the wagon.  If you feel you still need to sleep, I can tie you off to keep you in the saddle.”  He said with a slight smile.
 
   Keria gave Dominic an unamused look without replying, but took his hand to help her down.  Marcus came over to help her onto Dontas.  Jonas climbed onto the wagon’s bench, Hailyn joining him.  He reached into the wagon bed, carefully avoiding contact with Jake, and pulled a blanket out.  With a nod to Dominic, who was now mounted on Shadow, they rode back onto the road and headed west.
 
   As they rode, Hailyn glanced back at Jake, lying there pale and unmoving, and tears came to her eyes.  She tried to control them, but with her body worn down, she failed.
 
   “We will find a way to help him, Hailyn.”  Jonas said softly, voice sympathetic.  “Have faith in the One.  I don’t believe that this rescue mission was the only purpose of Jake’s appearance.”
 
   Nodding, she faced forward, tears still flowing.  Jonas rolled the blanket into a tight ball and placed it next to him on the bench.  “Lie down and sleep.” He said gently.  “Things will look better when you wake.”
 
   Hailyn lay down, curling up on the bench and resting her head on the blanket.  She felt Jonas’ hand come down to rest protectively on her shoulder.  That touch seemed to release her and she immediately fell asleep.
 
   …
 
   They continued on for the rest of the day, Dominic in the lead, Marcus in the rear, but they neither saw nor heard any sign of pursuit.  As the sun began to set in the west, Dominic found a small gulch off the road, sheltered on three sides by steep walls and hidden from the road.  There was only one way in, so they could easily defend the position.
 
   Despite this added protection, Jonas agreed with Dominic that it would be better to forgo a fire, so they ate cold rations for the evening meal.  They unsaddled the horses, allowing them to feed and rest.  Dominic and Jonas sent the others to bed, taking the first watch.  Marcus used the blankets to set up a sleeping area for Keria, and then lay down on the ground close to her, quickly falling asleep.  Hailyn set up her blankets next to the wagon.
 
   Jonas went to the wagon to check on Jake.  Covered in blankets, Jake was still unresponsive, looking frail, his hair streaked with white.  But he is alive.  Jonas thought gratefully.  He gave a rueful shake of his head, and then turned to head out towards the road where Dominic was keeping watch.
 
    Dominic was sitting on a small log, his sword out, studying the approach to their position.  Jonas sat down next to him, laying his staff across his knees, grateful to be sitting down, his body still tired.  They sat in silence for a while.
 
   “How did you find us?”  Jonas asked quietly, breaking the stillness.  “I did not expect to see you again when you did not catch up with us after that first day.”
 
   “The half-men and their masters were more persistent than I expected.”  Dominic replied, still staring ahead.  “Even though I thinned them out some, I was pushed farther south than I planned and was forced to hide out for a time.  By the time I got clear and circled back, I had little hope that I would catch you, even though I drove Shadow hard.  I almost missed where you left the road.  I moved as fast as I could, but was slowed by a couple of fights along the way.  Once I saw that your trail ended at the road that led to the demons’ lair, I assumed that you went in on foot.  You did a good job of hiding the horses, but I saw the signs leading off from the road.  By the time I got to the rocks, night had fallen and I saw you slipping into the cliff face.  I tried to catch you, but you were good at staying ahead of me.  Once inside, I had several encounters along the way, as you had stirred up the place.  I followed the sounds of the battle and fought my way to you.  The rest you know.”
 
   “Well, I am glad that you were there.”  Jonas said.  “You helped Jake when he needed it and that enabled us to prevail.  I will admit that I thought I had lost you again when the demon lord struck you.”  He chuckled softly, laying a hand on Dominic’s shoulder.  “But you have always been tougher than anyone should have the right to be.”
 
   Dominic smiled slightly at the comment.  “If it makes you feel better, I was not very confident about my chances at that point either.”
 
   His smile faded.  “What are you going to do about the boy?”  Dominic asked.  “If you think it may cost you your life, you had better be sure whatever you do will work.”
 
   Jonas frowned, thinking, and then shrugged his shoulders.  “Jake is alive; that is what is important.  He seems stable, though he does not seem to be improving.  There is always the possibility that he will recover on his own, but I will watch him closely.  If we get him back to Sanduas, I can study him, then determine a course of action.”  He paused for a moment.  “Also, I will send a message to Tomaris.  He may have some insight into this.”
 
   “I think that may be the best option for now.”  Dominic stated.  “From what I saw and heard while at the Keep, Tomaris seems likely to have the knowledge and power to help the boy.  There is no need for you to risk your life.”
 
   Jonas nodded and they fell silent, turning their focus to the task at hand.  They kept watch without incident.  A little past midnight, Jonas woke Marcus and Hailyn.  Jonas handed his staff to her, then crawled into his blankets and let sleep take him.
 
   Jonas woke up shortly before dawn, the air crisp, the night slowly giving way to the approaching sun.  The extra sleep had refreshed him, the residual weariness now gone.  He looked around and saw that Dominic was also up and about.  They grabbed some rations and went out to relieve Marcus and Hailyn.  They sent them back to get something to eat and prepare to depart.
 
   He and Dominic returned to the same fallen log, eating in silence.  As they sat there, the sun finally rose, bathing the hills in light.  Finishing their meal, they were preparing to return to the wagon when they heard the sounds of an approaching horse on the road.  Reacting immediately, Dominic drew his sword and moved quickly towards the road, Jonas close behind.
 
   Dominic found a place where he could take the rider by surprise, crouching behind some thick bushes next to the road.  He brought his sword up, prepared to act quickly as the hoof beats drew closer.  He waited, still as a stone, sensing Jonas right behind him, ready to support him.  He watched the road, which curved away from his position to go around a hill, expecting to see a half-man ride up, planning an attack in his mind.
 
   When the rider came into view, Dominic saw that he was riding confidently, scanning the surrounding trees, dressed in chainmail over leather, a sword hanging from his belt, and a golden eagle emblem on his chest.  Dominic relaxed, stood and stepped out onto the road, raising his hand in greeting.  The rider saw Dominic instantly and raised a hand in response.  Dominic had recognized him; he was the lead scout from Alleon’s army.


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter2]Chapter Two
 
   Sergeant Werdan was a short, wiry man in early middle age.  His hair was graying, age lines creasing his forehead and the corners of his eyes, but he carried himself with the air of a veteran.  Despite his age, the brown eyes above his chiseled nose were still piercing and predatory, reminding Dominic of the eagle emblazoned in his chest.  Dominic remembered him from his army days, knowing that Werdan had been a soldier all of his life, never marrying or having children.  He was also a taciturn man, quiet and serious, passing over promotion because he preferred the solitary life of a scout.  All in all, a good man.  Dominic thought as he listened while Jonas finished explaining their situation.
 
   “Once you have your people ready to go, I will lead you back to Sir Alleon.”  Werdan said shortly, but politely, while his eyes never stopped scanning the surrounding area.  “I will keep guard while you make ready.”
 
   “We should be ready to move quickly.”  Jonas replied.  “How far to Alleon?”
 
   “They will have begun to march by now, so we should meet them by mid-day.”  Werdan said.
 
   “They are headed here?”  Jonas asked, surprised.  “They had taken the southern road.  What happened?”
 
   “We found evidence that the princess was not on the southern road.  I will let Sir Alleon explain it to you, Brother Jonas, if you don’t mind.”  Werdan replied, clearly not comfortable with extended conversation.
 
   “That will be fine, Sergeant Werdan.”  Dominic interjected.  “We will gather our things and be ready to move shortly.”
 
   Werdan nodded, riding off a short distance to where he could better watch the road.
 
   Dominic and Jonas made their way back to camp, arriving to see that Marcus had already hooked up the wagon horses and was saddling the other mounts in preparation to depart.  Hailyn and Keria had repacked and loaded the supplies in the wagon.  Dominic and Jonas went over and told them of the arrival of Sergeant Werdan.
 
   Thanks to Marcus’ effort, they were moving out to the road in just a few minutes.  As they turned onto the road, Werdan rode over, giving Marcus a short nod and Keria a bow from his horse.  “I am glad to see you unharmed, Your Highness.”  He said politely.  “Sir Alleon will be relieved to see you as well.”
 
   Werdan rode off to take the lead and they began to head west again.  Dominic took up the rear guard while Marcus rode next to Keria behind the wagon.
 
   The weather was comfortable as they rode, with a light breeze and scattered clouds drifting in front of the sun as it slowly rose in the sky.  Dominic dropped back from time to time, seeking signs of their enemies, but the forest remained quiet.
 
   Just as Werdan had said, they came upon three of Alleon’s outriders shortly after mid-day.  After a short conversation with Werdan, two of the soldiers took up flanking positions near the princess while the third rode back to relay the news to the main force.  After another fifteen minutes of riding, Dominic could hear the sounds of Alleon’s army moving along the road.
 
   Werdan rode ahead to give his report to Sir Alleon.  Alleon, dressed in full armor, halted his forces and rode out to meet them.  He was clearly relieved to see Keria as he greeted her, a wide smile creasing his face despite trying to look serious.  He promised to return her to the safety of the city as quickly as possible.  He gave Jonas a hearty welcome, his good nature shining through.
 
   Dominic rode over, Alleon giving him a salute as he drew near.  “I see that I should have followed you.”  Alleon said self-consciously, though his eyes still shone with good cheer.  “Next time, I will let you take command and you can just point me in the direction you think is best.”
 
   “You did what made sense at the time, Alleon.”  Dominic replied.  “We have the princess back, that is what is important.”
 
   “Truly.”  Alleon said with a smile, nodding.  “Let’s surround her with clerics and soldiers before my luck runs out.”  He motioned Keria to ride forward.  “Highness, if you will.”
 
   They rode back into the army, the soldiers cheering and calling out greetings to Keria, the clerics gathering around Jonas and Hailyn.  As they approached the supply wagons, Dominic was surprised to see Keria’s carriage mixed in with the wagons.  He looked questioningly at Alleon.
 
   “We found it along the southern road, abandoned, the afternoon of the second day after we parted.”  Alleon told him.  “There was a small enemy force waiting in ambush near it, but we quickly defeated them and turned around to follow your path.  I pushed the horses hard, trying to make up time.  The clerics were somewhat cross with me for that, as I all but exhausted them as they had to heal the horses every time we stopped.”
 
   Alleon stopped, sliding off his horse with a clang, and motioning them down.  “We will have a quick meal and share our reports.”  He called over his officers and had them deploy the soldiers in defensive positions around the area.  Jonas sent the bulk of the clerics with the soldiers.
 
   Several aides quickly set up a field table from the wagons while the cooks heated up some rations.  While they ate, Jonas and Dominic told Alleon about tracking down the kidnappers to the demons’ lair and the destruction of Creatos.
 
   Alleon glanced over at Jonas’s wagon, where Hailyn was watching over Jake, and shook his head.  “I know he was training with you, Dominic, so I do not mean to give offense, but I didn’t think that he had that kind of courage.”  Alleon said, respect in his eyes.
 
   “Courage can be found in anyone, Sir Alleon.”  Jonas said.  “The One provides us all with the capacity; it just takes the right kind of motivation for it to come out.”  He glanced meaningfully at Keria.
 
   Alleon told them what happened with his force.  He expanded on what he had already told Dominic.  The army had followed the passage of the half-men and demons south until they came upon the abandoned carriage.  He had sent several search parties into the surrounding hills, looking for signs of the princess.  One of these parties stumbled onto the waiting half-men and demons.  They lost two clerics and ten soldiers before they were able to gather enough forces to crush the demons.  Once the fighting was done, Alleon had ordered the dead soldiers’ horses hooked up to the carriage and turned the army back towards the crossroad.  They moved as quickly as possible to try to catch up.  When they had bivouacked near the miners’ camp, Alleon had spoken with their leader and learned that Dominic’s group had come and gone.  He sent Werdan ahead to see what he could find while the army followed.
 
   “You made quite an impression on the miners, Dominic.”  Alleon said with a short laugh.  “I heard them debating whether they would open their gates if you returned!”  Dominic smiled grimly at that.
 
   Suddenly, Keria, who had been sitting next to Marcus simply listening, stood and spoke.  “I want to thank you for all of your efforts, Sir Alleon.  Please relay my deepest thanks to the soldiers and clerics under your command for their courage and commitment in the attempt to rescue me.”  She said.
 
   “Of course, Your Highness.”  Alleon replied.
 
   “What is your plan now?”  She asked.
 
   “To get you back to the city as quickly as possible, of course.”  Alleon stated.
 
   “Seeing the size of this force, I am thinking of something else.”  Keria said, her face neutral.
 
   “What would that be?”  Alleon cautiously asked.
 
   “I want the demons and their followers punished.”  She stated.  “They took me hostage and killed the members of my escort, including Costuas and poor Nataly.”  Her voice broke briefly, but she recovered.  “I want you to go and clear out that nest of demons where I was held.”
 
   “Princess, I would gladly mete out justice to those that have harmed you, but, with all due respect, my mission is to recover you and return you safely to your father, the King.”  Alleon said, looking uncomfortable.  “He will hang me from the walls of Sanduas if I don’t immediately bring you home.”
 
   “My father is not here, Sir Alleon.”  Keria stated primly.  “Also, there were others trapped in that place; I heard their cries while I was confined.  When it was just our small group, I knew there was no option but to leave them to their fates.  Now, with this many soldiers and clerics, we should be able to overwhelm the demons’ forces and rescue those poor souls.”
 
   “I cannot risk your safety now that you are free, Princess.”  Alleon protested.  “I am sure the king will allow us to return and destroy that place after you are back home.  I will ask the king for the honor of leading that mission in the names of the lost.”
 
   “I will not abandon those people trapped there, now that the means to rescue them is here.”  Keria said stubbornly.  “Consider this a royal command.”  Alleon frowned and slowly shook his head, looking for a way out.
 
   “Princess, I understand your grief and desire for retribution, as well as applaud your compassion, but Sir Alleon is under orders from the king.”  Jonas said, joining the conversation.  “Do not place him in a position to have to defy you or your father.  Let us return to Sanduas.  I will support Alleon to return with as many clerics as can be spared.”
 
     “I can’t believe that you would leave those people in bondage, Brother Jonas.”  Keria responded, shaking her head. “If not for me, would you simply depart knowing they were there?”
 
   “No, Your Highness.”  Jonas said reluctantly.  “But you are here.  That changes the equation.”
 
   “I will always be grateful to you for rescuing me, Brother Jonas, but, in this, you are wrong.”  Keria stated, a defiant look on her face.  “I cannot force you to support me, but the soldiers fall under royal command.  I will send them against the demons without your clerics, if I must, but I will not leave those people.”
 
   Jonas frowned at that, his face tightening, but before he could reply, Dominic spoke.  “I may have a solution that will satisfy both sides.”
 
   Both Jonas and Keria looked at him for a moment, then nodded that he should continue.
 
   “How many clerics are here?”  He asked Jonas.
 
   “Thirty-eight, plus Hailyn and myself.”  Jonas replied.
 
   “Give me eighteen of your strongest clerics; Alleon can spare thirty soldiers.  I will lead that force against the demons; I have a feel for the place now.”  Dominic replied.  “The clerics will be better weapons than soldiers in the warrens at the demons’ fortress.  That will leave the bulk of the soldiers and half the clerics with Alleon.”
 
   Jonas considered it for a moment.  “I will send fifteen and go myself.”  He said.  “Like you, I have been inside and I will be best able to organize the clerics.”  He looked at Keria.  “If this is something you are insisting on?”
 
   Keria nodded.  “I am, Brother Jonas.”
 
   “As for you, Princess, you will go with the rest of Alleon’s force back to Sanduas.”  Dominic said.  “That way, your father cannot fault Alleon for not returning you as quickly as possible.  Also, you can look after the boy until Jonas returns.”
 
   Keria nodded her acceptance and turned to speak to Alleon.  She could see the disappointment in his eyes, knowing that he would miss the fighting.  “Sir Alleon, I would ask you to go with this expedition as my champion.  I wish for you to deliver the justice you mentioned.”
 
   “I would gladly accept such a charge, Highness, but your safety was placed into my hands by the king.”  Alleon said, rising and giving her a bow.  “I am not sure how I can satisfy both demands.”
 
   “Put your second in command.  With all of the soldiers and clerics arrayed around me, you have accomplished all you can to keep me safe.”  Keria replied.  She gave Alleon a brief smile.  “Please go for me.  I will explain things to my father.”
 
   “It will be my honor, Your Highness.”  Alleon said, a smile crossing his face as he bowed again.  “I will bring your justice to those foul creatures and succor the lost souls.”
 
   They moved quickly to organize their respective parties.  While Dominic went to the supply wagons to get another breastplate, Alleon called for volunteers to join him and ordered his second, Captain Grashin, to get the rest turned around and ready to move.  Jonas called the clerics together, explaining the situation.  He picked out his fifteen, then put the remaining clerics under the direction of an older female cleric named Silvan.  He took Silvan over to the wagon where Hailyn was still sitting, explaining what had happened to Jake.
 
   “Do not allow any of the clerics to attempt to heal him; it may be fatal to any who attempt it.”  Jonas said as they stopped, gesturing at Jake.  “Just keep him comfortable and have the soldiers help move him, if necessary.  Once you arrive at Sanduas, send a messenger to Tomaris’ Keep.  Inform him of Jake’s condition and ask for any help he can provide.  If I do not return, you may need to send Jake to the Keep.”
 
   “We will care for him, Brother; you worry about yourself and those with you.”  Silvan replied.  She looked over at Hailyn, who had climbed down while they were talking.  “I will see Hailyn safely back to the Temple.”  She said kindly.
 
   “Master, I also have been inside, perhaps I should go with you-” Hailyn began.
 
   “No.”  Jonas stated firmly, shaking his head.  “You have done more than I should have asked of you.  I do not doubt your courage or skill, but you will return to Sanduas.”  He gave her a knowing smile.  “I want you to help Silvan with Jake.  If he wakes, he will likely wish to see a familiar face.”
 
   “Of course, Master.”  Hailyn said, quickly glancing over at Jake.  She looked back at Jonas.  “Please be careful.”
 
   “I always try to be careful.”  Jonas said with a soft laugh.  “Sometimes, it just doesn’t work out for me.”
 
   The sounds of approaching horses interrupted them.  Dominic rode up on Shadow, leading Dontas.  He had a new breastplate on, though it did not seem to fit particularly well.  Jonas looked meaningfully at it, a slight smile on his face.
 
   “It was the best I could find.”  Dominic said with a shrug of his shoulders.  “I will have Norlan make a new one, if we return.”  He handed the reins of Dontas to Jonas.  “We are ready to go.”
 
   Jonas climbed into the saddle and faced Silvan and Hailyn.  He raised a hand.  “Go with the blessings of the One.  May He see you safely home.”
 
   “As with you and our brothers and sisters as well.”  Silvan replied, nodding her head.
 
   With that, Dominic and Jonas rode over to join Alleon and his soldiers, the chosen clerics falling in behind Jonas.  Amid the shouts of encouragement from the assembled soldiers, many raising their swords or spears in salute, the smaller group rode through the rest of the force and headed east on the road, quickly disappearing around the bend.
 
   Captain Grashin called the rest of the solders back into order and began to turn everyone around.  It was cramped on the narrow forest road and took nearly thirty minutes to get the wagons turned around and his force deployed as he wanted it.  Once he was satisfied, he rode over to Keria, who was back in her carriage.
 
   The carriage had two soldiers to drive it, both armed with bows.  Silvan had arranged ten of her clerics around the carriage for protection; the rest were dispersed throughout the formation.  Along with Marcus, who was on his horse next to the carriage, twenty soldiers were assigned to guard it directly, staying as close as the road would allow.
 
   “Your Highness, with your permission, we will get underway.”  Captain Grashin told Keria, hand raised in salute.
 
   “You have my permission, Captain.  Let us depart.”  Keria replied.
 
   With a shout from Grashin, amid the snorts and whinnies from the horses, the army began the ride out of the forest.
 
   …
 
   Hailyn was driving Jonas’ wagon, positioned a short distance behind Keria’s carriage.  She sat there, her mind wandering from time to time, as the forest rolled by.  She often turned to look over her shoulder at Jake, hoping for a change in his condition, but he remained the same.
 
   She was surprised when, as the sky began to darken, the army continued to ride on.  When Silvan rode by, moving around the caravan to check on the clerics, Hailyn hailed her.
 
   “Sister, are we not stopping for the night?”  She asked.
 
   “No, Hailyn.”  Silvan replied.  “Grashin and I have decided that we will continue on until we clear the forest.  You should prepare yourself for a long night in that seat.”  With that, she rode on.
 
   The pace slowed as night fell over the forest, the lead riders lighting torches to illuminate the way ahead, but the army did not stop.  Hailyn recognized the side road that led to the miners’ camp as they passed it in dark, and then just like that, it was gone.  The monotony of the journey, with only the sounds of horses and the soft murmur of soldiers’ conversations audible in the dark forest, began to take its toll.  Hailyn caught herself drifting off on several occasions, shaking herself awake.  She tried to focus on the movement of the riders in front of her, desperate to stay alert.  It was a difficult and long night, but near dawn, they came upon the main north-south forest road.  As the sun came up and showered the trees in light, they turned north and picked up the pace of travel.  They rode at a steady pace for most of the morning, finally arriving at a well-worn dirt trail that stretched across the forest.  They turned west again, moving slowly through the trees, and finally exited onto the rolling plains in the late afternoon.
 
   Hailyn was glad to be out of the forest, savoring the open land in front of her.  Once the army was out of the trees and onto the rolling grassland, Grashin called for a halt.  Exhausted soldiers slowly climbed off their horses, shaking their legs and stretching.  The horses began to graze on the green grass, moving slowly, clearly tired.
 
   After a quick check on Jake, Hailyn climbed down from the wagon, grateful for the chance to move around.  She was checking on the wagon horses when Silvan rode up.
 
   “Hailyn, we need to heal the horses and relieve them of their fatigue.  We are not stopping here.”  Silvan said.  “We will continue on until we reach the local garrison.  Grashin has already sent riders ahead.  It will be safer with some stone walls around us, allowing us to relieve the soldiers and rest the horses.  Once you finish with your horses, see to the others in the area.”
 
   “Yes, Sister.”  Hailyn replied.  Silvan gave her a nod and rode off.
 
   Hailyn, along with her fellow clerics, spent the next twenty minutes moving from horse to horse, using her magic to refresh and reinvigorate them.  In spite of her own fatigue, she could not help but smile at the playful head nudges and soft whinnies from the horses after she had restored them.
 
   As soon as the clerics had finished, the army remounted and began moving again.  Free of the trees, Grashin had the formation close ranks around Keria’s carriage while the outriders lit torches as night settled on the area.  Hailyn found herself getting impatient with the pace, ready for sleep, almost trying to will the garrison to appear.  The open grasslands did not give her the same sense of forward movement as she had in the forest.
 
   Her mind drifting, her body craving rest, she was taken by surprise when the cheer went up from the soldiers.  Standing up, she could see around the carriage and over the soldiers to spy the burning torches that lined the stone battlements of the local garrison’s fortress.
 
   Within an hour of spotting the fortress, everyone was safely inside the walls.  The courtyard was packed with wagons and soldiers.  Nearly every inch of available ground was taken up by sleeping soldiers, many who simply sank to the bare ground, forgoing blankets.  The horses had been taken to the stable area, with many tied up to the outside of the corral, as the barn was not big enough to hold them all.  As she prepared the wagon seat as a makeshift bed, Hailyn watched somewhat enviously as Keria, with Marcus by her side, was led into the garrison commander’s quarters to sleep in a real bed.
 
   Sighing, Hailyn rearranged her blankets again, trying to cushion the wooden seat a bit more.  Despite the accommodations, she was grateful to be inside the walls, knowing that Jake was now safe.  As had become her habit, she looked into the wagon bed to check on him.  He lay there as he had since the battle, eyes closed.  He still had not given any signs of coming around.  She had to resist the urge to reach down and touch his face.  As she sat there and studied his face in the torchlight, she almost jumped out of her seat when his eyes suddenly popped open.
 
   …
 
   In the hills far to the east, with the torches burning brightly behind him, Delan slowly paced across the rough road, looking up towards the rocks and trees, watching for anyone approaching.  He had drawn the night watch, which initially angered him.  After some thought, though, he had decided it was better than being inside with the Masters.  They were still in a fury; it only took a single wrong word or action to bring their wrath down on any of the followers.
 
   Delan allowed himself a short, ugly chuckle.  That idiot Siban had drawn the attention of the Masters, as they squabbled over who would lead, saying out loud that they should simply let the strongest one do so.  Temporarily setting aside their differences, several descended on him and ripped him apart, making a bloody mess.  It was a lesson to any others that had opinions they wished to voice.
 
   Secretly, Delan was glad since he hated Siban.  He had been an arrogant fool and tried to lord over Delan when the demon they served placed him in charge.  The Masters had saved him the effort of having to kill Siban himself.
 
   Still, there had been much confusion after their lord had fallen.  The Masters had begun to fight amongst themselves for power, rallying followers to their side.  There had been numerous pitched battles inside the fortress, with several groups fleeing into the forest, until the Masters worked out a system to govern what was left.
 
   In the end, three of the Masters would now work together to make the decisions.  Delan shook his head as he thought about it.  He really did not care who ran things.  He only wished to be out raiding, taking lives, gold, and women.
 
   As he glanced back at the other two followers standing guard, he heard the sound of approaching horses coming from the forest.  It may just be some of those fools who ran off, but I need to be sure.  He drew his sword and moved up to where some strategically placed boulders bordered the road, designed to prevent any attacker from flanking the guards.  He stepped into the middle of the road and waited.
 
   The sound grew louder.  He could tell that there was a fairly large party approaching.  He thought of raising the alarm, but he was not going to risk the Masters’ wrath if it was only some of the followers returning.
 
   In the dim light of the torches, he saw a large man on a black horse come riding over the crest of the hill.  As the horse ran straight for him, a long bright sword appeared in the man’s hand.  Behind him came more riders.
 
   Delan, already bringing his weapon up, felt himself go cold when he made out the scars on the man’s face.  He knew who this was!  He began to shout the alarm when several of the riders were suddenly surrounded by brightly glowing yellow auras, the one behind the scarred warrior outshining them all.  The cry on his lips died when a bright lance of yellow fire raced out towards Delan, striking him, and he was suddenly no more.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter3]Chapter Three
 
   “Where are we?”  Jake asked, voice soft and raspy, looking up at Hailyn, who was staring down at him, her eyes shining in the light of the torches.
 
   “We are at the fortress of the local garrison, near the north-south highway.”  Hailyn replied, a large smile on her face.  She reached out to touch his face, but, her smile suddenly fading, withdrew her hand.  “How do you feel, Jake?”
 
   “Really weak.”  Jake replied, trying to shift in the blankets.  “I can barely lift my head.”
 
   Jake felt as though his whole body was sucked dry of strength.  He had drifted in a quiet darkness after he had launched his last attack.  He had been so frightened by the thought of Keria dying that he had frantically tried to gather every last bit of power to stop Creatos.  There had been a brief sensation of his body being drained, as if something was being pulled from inside him, then darkness.  He would occasionally detect a soft murmur, as if hearing voices from a great distance.  There were brief moments when an impression of movement intruded in that quiet place.
 
   He had been drifting along, oblivious to everything, when a voice suddenly rose in the darkness.  It was the same voice that had spoken in his disturbing dream.  You have done well, child.  The voice said, kind and gentle.  But you must wake.  With that, he became aware of soft sounds of men snoring and fires crackling, could feel the blankets against his skin and opened his eyes.  It had taken him a moment to for his eyes to adjust, finally seeing Hailyn with the watch fires in the background.
 
   “You should just relax.”  She stated.  “We are safe here.”
 
   “What happened?”  Jake asked.  “Is Keria ok?”
 
   “She is fine, thanks to you.”  Hailyn responded.  “We defeated the demon lord and all of us made it out of the demons’ fortress.”
 
   “Dominic?”  Jake asked quietly.  He remembered the blow that Creatos had struck.
 
   “Jonas healed him, Jake.”  Hailyn said reassuringly.  “He is his usual self.”
 
   Jake let out a breath he did not realize he had been holding, a feeling of relief spreading through his body.  He tried to move again, but his body did not seem to want to work.
 
   “Do you need anything?  Hailyn asked.
 
   “Some water.  My mouth feels so dry.”  Jake said.
 
   Hailyn reached down and pulled her waterskin from under the wagon bench.  Out of reflex, she started to hand it to Jake, but then remembered Jonas’ admonishment.
 
   “If I set it down next to you, can you pick it up?”  Hailyn asked.  She hesitated for a moment, but continued.  “Jonas believes that you somehow interjected your life-force into your magic during the battle, just as you did before in the forest.  He is not sure how to help you yet, but has instructed that none of the clerics are to touch you or get too close.  He is concerned that the clerics’ magic may trigger the transfer of power that occurred between you and him.  He fears that, in your condition, such a connection may kill the cleric.”
 
   Jake was stunned by that, but did not know what to say.  When he tried to lift his arm, it was clear that manipulating the waterskin was beyond him.  “Maybe you could just pour it in my mouth?”  Jake suggested.
 
   “I will help him.”  A familiar voice said as Marcus walked up to the wagon.  He had taken off his armor, but still had his sword on.  With a slight smile for Hailyn, he took the waterskin from her, then reached into the wagon bed and, with unexpected gentleness, lifted Jake’s head, bringing the skin to Jake’s mouth.
 
   Jake drank deeply and gratefully.  Marcus watched him closely, removing the waterskin when Jake gave a slight nod and setting his head back onto the blankets.
 
   “I am in your debt for saving Keria, Jake.”  Marcus said as recapped the waterskin, his tone serious.  “You faced the demon lord, something I know that I could not have done and, because of your sacrifice, Keria was rescued.  Except for giving up my pursuit of her or anything that would harm her, I stand ready to repay that debt.  You only need tell me what you wish and I will make it happen.”
 
   “We can discuss that later, Marcus.”  Jake said cautiously.  “How is she?”
 
   “Tired, but safe.”  Marcus replied.  He gestured towards the commander’s quarters.  “She was cleaning up and preparing for bed when I left her.”
 
   Marcus stood next to the wagon while Hailyn filled Jake in on the events that had occurred since he lost consciousness, adding his perspective from time to time.  He helped Jake eat some rations and drink more water while he was there.
 
   After Hailyn finished speaking, he made to leave.  “I will be sleeping outside Keria’s room, if you need me.”  He said.  “I believe that we will spend tomorrow here, allowing the soldiers and horses to rest, then depart the following day.  I will come by in the morning to check on you.  Good night to you both.”  With that, he strode back towards the commander’s quarters, carefully stepping over and around the sleeping soldiers.
 
   “I need to get some sleep.  You should try and rest also, Jake.”  Hailyn said with a yawn.  “I will be here if you need me.  Just call out.”  She gave him another smile, and then lay down on the wagon bench.
 
   Jake lay there looking up at the sky, the torchlight blocking out some of the fainter stars.  Amidst the snores of the soldiers, he heard Hailyn’s gentle breath fall into the regular rhythm of sleep.  He stared at the dark sky, his thoughts churning, then slowly, his mind calmed and he fell into the familiar oblivion of sleep.
 
   …
 
   With the sun already in the sky, Jake woke to smell of cooking food and the sounds of the hustle and bustle of soldiers moving about the courtyard, talking and laughing.  He tried to lift his head, but was only able to raise it a few inches, feeling as if some invisible hand was holding it down.
 
   “Good morning, Jake.”  Hailyn’s voice came from the bench behind him.  He twisted his head around to look at her.  She was in fresh clothes and evidently had found the time to bathe, her damp hair glistening in the sun.  She gave him a warm smile, her brown eyes catching the morning sun, the golden flakes seeming to shine.  “How do you feel?”
 
   “Everything seems to be working, but my body is still really weak.”  Jake said, returning her smile.  “I wish I knew what happened to me.”
 
   “You need to rest and be patient.”  Hailyn responded, voice confident.  “Once Master Jonas returns, I am sure that he will find a way to help you.”
 
   “If what you said about the clerics and me is right, then I can’t let him do anything.”  Jake stated.  “I don’t want him to get hurt or worse for me.”
 
   “Well, that is an issue that we will address when it happens.”  Hailyn said soothingly.  “Maybe you will simply get better with a little time.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Jake said, turning his head back.  “I just wish I could sit up.”
 
   “That is easy enough.”  Marcus’ voice sounded as he walked up to the wagon.  Jake turned his head to see that Marcus had also bathed and changed into clean clothes.  I guess I’m the only one who isn’t getting a shower.  Jake thought self-consciously as he looked at his dirty clothes.
 
   Marcus piled some blankets against the side of the wagon’s rails, and then assisted Jake into a sitting position, lifting and pulling him until he was resting against the blankets.  Jake was embarrassed that Marcus had to do most of the work, but was mostly distracted by an odd crawling sensation that occurred when Marcus touched him.  He had not noticed it last night, but now it felt like ants crawling on him, of all things.  It was slightly uncomfortable, but mostly just really weird.  It faded away when Marcus released him, leaving Jake pondering what it was.
 
   Now sitting up, Jake had a view of the courtyard, seeing the smoke rising from the numerous cook fires, observing the groups of soldiers working and noticing the guards on the stone battlements watching for any approaching danger.  The smell of cooking food set his stomach growling.  Jake blushed slightly when he realized Hailyn had heard it.
 
   “I will get you something to eat, Jake.”  She said as she slid off the wagon bench.  Jake watched her as she made her way towards the nearest cook fire, nodding and responding to the greetings from the soldiers.
 
   “Have you thought more on how I can settle my debt?”  Marcus asked, pulling Jake’s attention back to him.
 
   “Look, Marcus, you don’t owe me anything.”  Jake said, looking him in the eye.  “We both wanted Keria safe and we both did what we could to make that happen.”  He paused for a moment before continuing.  “I would like to continue our truce, at least.  I would rather have you as a friend than an enemy.”
 
   “What about Keria?”  Marcus asked quietly and intently, leaning close.  “How can we be friends if we both want her?”  He now paused, looking away, then looked back at Jake, eyes determined.  “I will not step aside.  I love her.”  He stated simply.
 
   Jake sighed heavily, looking down.  He did not have a good answer for that.  He tried to raise his hand to his face, but could only make it about halfway, his arm shaking, then let it fall back into his lap.
 
   “Let us put that aside for now.”  Marcus said, a note of sympathy in his voice.  “I will honor our truce.  We can discuss it later, once you have healed.”
 
   They remained there quietly, both lost in their own thoughts, until Hailyn returned with a plate of food.  Marcus took it from her and helped Jake eat.  The food was hot and satisfying, distracting Jake from his troubles for the most part.  That strange sensation reoccurred every time Marcus’s hand got very close to Jake, almost touching, fading when he removed it, taking some of the enjoyment away from the food.
 
   After Jake had finished eating, Marcus excused himself and went back to the commander’s quarters.  Adjusting his position to get comfortable, Jake just sat there, staring aimlessly at the activity in the courtyard, his mind jumbled with thoughts of Keria, Marcus and his physical condition.  Hailyn sat on the bench, watching him, but saying nothing.
 
   “How is our patient this morning?”  A female voice intruded into his thoughts, pulling Jake’s attention outward.  Jake saw a middle-aged female cleric approaching, a serious look on her plain face, her hair, streaked with gray and pulled tightly back from her face, tied into a long ponytail.  She nodded a greeting to Jake and turned towards Hailyn.
 
   “He is better than yesterday, Sister Silvan.”  Hailyn replied courteously.  “He is still physically weak, but he knows where he is and has an appetite.”
 
   “That is good to hear.”  Silvan said.  She came closer to Jake, peering at his face, trying to gauge his condition.  She leaned in, studying his face and looking over his body.  When she got closer, Jake could feel that crawling sensation again, but it was much stronger this time.  He frowned, wondering what it could be.  He was not sure if he should mention it to Hailyn, since she could not touch him to see if there was anything wrong.  Thankfully, Silvan backed away, apparently satisfied, and the sensation faded away.
 
   “I will leave him in your care, Hailyn.”  Silvan said as she made to go.  “Try and rest today.  We will be leaving at first light tomorrow and driving hard for Sanduas.”  With a nod to Jake, she strode off.
 
   For the rest of the day, Jake sat there thinking and kept drifting in and out of sleep.  When awake, he was distracted and frustrated by his weakened state, not feeling the need for conversation.  Hailyn seemed content to simply be nearby, talking with Jake when he wanted to talk, sitting and quietly reading a scroll when he was quiet.
 
   Marcus came out several times to see if Jake needed anything, bringing water and food when asked.  Jake had to endure Marcus helping him to the latrines, since his legs were not able to support his weight to go on his own.  Marcus took it in stride, unaffected, but Jake was embarrassed to need help in this, conscious of the soldiers nearby, as well as Hailyn.  The indignity of not being able to care for himself, combined with that odd sensation that returned when Marcus helped him, had put Jake in a foul mood by the time he came back to the wagon.
 
   He sat there, his frustration and anger at himself boiling over, and, for the want of doing something, reached for his magic.  His frustration faded when, after a moment’s delay, he felt his magic come alive.  It filled him, that familiar thrill brightening his mood.  He could see the blue nimbus of his power surrounding him.
 
   “Jake, what are you doing?”  Hailyn asked, concern in her eyes.
 
   “I just wanted to see if I could call it up.”  Jake said, holding onto his power tightly.  With his magic, he felt stronger and tried to push himself up.  To his surprise and delight, he was able to move.  He still felt weak, but he was able to slowly move to the edge of the wagon, swinging his legs over the rear.  Taking a deep breath, he tried to stand up.  His legs buckled for a moment, but he was able to recover.  Letting go of the wagon, he took a hesitant step away and stood there swaying.
 
   “That is enough, Jake.”  Hailyn said firmly, a frown on her face.  “Please get back into the wagon.  You should not task yourself.”
 
   “I’m alright, Hailyn.  I just want to try something.”  Jake said.  He stood still for a few seconds, getting his feet under him and legs set, and then released his power.  Immediately, his legs gave out and he collapsed to the ground.  He muttered curses as several nearby soldiers heard Hailyn’s startled cry and came to his aid.
 
   Before he could attempt to recall his power and stand, they lifted him back into the wagon at Hailyn’s command.  She came over to stand near him, her frustration of not being able to get close or touch him visible on her face.  Jake grumbled his thanks to the soldiers, who returned to what they had been doing.
 
   “Jake, please try to be patient.”  Hailyn said gently.  “I know you want to return to normal, but it may take some time.”
 
   “I know that!”  He snapped at her, immediately regretting it.  He knew it was not her fault and it wasn’t fair to take out his frustration on her.
 
   “I’m sorry, Hailyn.”  Jake said, looking over at her.  He felt even guiltier when she gave him a slight smile.  “It is just so frustrating to have to sit here and not be able to do anything.”
 
   “You’re not the first patient who has been cross with me, Jake.”  She said with a little laugh.  She moved closer to Jake, which caused his sensation to manifest, strong like it was with Silvan.  “We must have faith that Master Jonas will return and find a solution to your condition.”
 
   Jake nodded and Hailyn stepped away, returning to the wagon bench and the sensation faded.  He embraced his power again, allowing him to move around the wagon bed and get comfortable.  Once he settled in, he reluctantly released the power, feeling the weakness return.  He was not sure what would happen if he tried to continuously hold his magic, remembering Tomaris’ admonishment about the magic eventually tiring his body.  In his weakened state, it might be something decidedly unpleasant.  On the bright side, he thought, at least I won’t need someone to feed me or help me to the bathroom.
 
   Late in the afternoon, Keria emerged from the commander’s quarters and made her way to the wagon, smiling and acknowledging the soldiers she passed, Marcus at her side.  She gave Jake a wide smile when she saw that he was sitting up and looking at her.  She hurried over to the wagon, climbing into the back to kneel down next to him.
 
   “Jake.”  Keria said, joy and relief in her voice.  She took his hand.  “I am so happy to see you up and awake.  I would have come sooner, but the garrison commander, Captain Grashin, and I have been planning the return trip to the city.”  
 
   Jake savored the feel of her hand in his, despite that odd sensation that came with it.  “I understand, Keria.  I’m just glad to see that you’re safe.”  He replied.
 
   “I owe that to you, Jake.”  She stated quietly, leaning close, smiling.  “You saved my life.  When we reach Sanduas, you need only ask and I am sure my father will grant you whatever you wish.”  She gave him a meaningful look.
 
   Jake flushed slightly, aware of Marcus and Hailyn standing nearby, the closest soldiers watching their exchange.  “Let’s get you back to the city first, Keria.  We will have time to discuss everything then.”  He said as he glanced at Marcus.
 
   Keria caught his meaning, nodding and releasing his hand.  “Of course.  Make sure that you rest.”  She said.
 
   Rather than leaving, she stood up in the wagon bed and looked out over the courtyard.  She nodded to Marcus.
 
   “Attention!”  He shouted.
 
   The soldiers in the courtyard instantly reacted to that order, snapping upright and all conversations ceased.  Realizing where the order came from, they turned to face the wagon.  Keria waited until she had everyone’s attention, then spoke.
 
   “I declare that Jake Thomas is a Hero of Sanduas.”  She called out, voice carrying across the courtyard.  “He has shown bravery beyond what anyone would demand and through his actions brought me out of bondage.  It is my command that all present here will honor him and provide any aid or assistance if he asks.”
 
   The soldiers, almost in unison, drew their weapons, raising them in the sky.  “Honor to Jake Thomas!”  They shouted while Jake flushed deep red at the attention.
 
   Keria waited until the voices died down.  “Further, Lord Marcus is also named a Hero of Sanduas.  Without any magical protection, but only a brave heart, he accompanied Jake, Sister Hailyn and Brother Jonas into the demons’ lair.  He was their sword, keeping them safe and fighting to rescue me.  Honor him as well.”
 
   “Honor to Lord Marcus!”  The soldiers cheered again, shaking their weapons.  Marcus bowed in acknowledgement.
 
   “While Brother Jonas and Sister Hailyn cannot be so named because of their calling, I asked that you honor them as well.”  Keria continued when relative quiet descended over the courtyard.  “They faced down a host of Imps and a Demon Lord to free me, with their power and faith in the One bringing the Light into that dark place.  I will always be in their debt.”  She gestured for Hailyn to stand.
 
   Hailyn stood and raised her hand.  “We clerics are but servants of the One.”  She stated, gesturing towards the other clerics in the courtyard.  “We would do the same for any of His children.  Honor Him, for He provided our strength and allowed us to be victorious.”
 
   The soldiers let out another cheer.  “Honor to the One and His clerics!”
 
   Taking Marcus’ hand, Keria stepped down from the wagon as the soldiers returned to their duties, the courtyard buzzing with their conversations.  She looked at Jake, her eyes shining with joy.  “I will leave you in Hailyn’s care.  We will be riding without stop to the city at first light, so get some rest.”
 
   After Keria went back inside, Jake decided to inquire about a shower.  His saddlebags were in the wagon, so he called up his magic and pulled out a set of clean clothes.  He was able to slowly walk to the shower point, accompanied by a soldier at Hailyn’s request.
 
   By the time he had cleaned up and changed his clothes, the sun was setting.  As he made his way back to the wagon, he observed the soldiers lighting the watch torches.  Even though he had not walked a great distance, he could feel his legs getting shaky despite his power, so he was grateful to climb back into the wagon bed and lean against the rails.  He held onto his power until he finished eating, and then released it.  He embraced the weakness that settled over his body and allowed himself to fall into sleep.
 
   …
 
   Jake started awake when the first horns sounded, calling the soldiers to rise.  The sky was still dark as the courtyard came alive with sound as the soldiers began rolling up their blankets, packing away their supplies and donning their armor and weapons.  Jake saw groups of soldiers that were ready heading out the open gate.  Hailyn was already up, speaking with a couple of nearby soldiers.  She noticed that Jake was awake and came over.
 
   “Once the soldiers clear out of the courtyard, the horses will be brought in and hooked up to the wagons.”  She told him.  “Once that is done, we will begin the trip back.”  She tossed a wrapped packet next to him.  “It is cold rations this morning.”
 
   Jake embraced his power, his shining form throwing back the night, and arranged his armor, saddlebags and blankets to form a makeshift seat in the wagon bed, so he could face forward.  As he was doing this, the horses were brought in and soldiers hooked them to the wagon.  The soldiers saluted Jake when they were finished, which he awkwardly returned.
 
   Hailyn took the reins and started the wagon out of the gates.  They were directed to a spot to wait for the rest of the formation to gather, several soldiers on horseback standing guard close by.  While they waited, Jake finished his rations and talked quietly with Hailyn.
 
   As the sky began to lighten in the east, the horns sounded again.  Captain Grashin rode over to his officers and, after giving them their orders, called for the army to form up.  Keria’s carriage was the last to leave the security of the fortress.  Marcus, his armor reflecting the light of the torches, was riding next to it.  As before, they deployed the bulk of the forces and clerics around the carriage, with Jake and Hailyn placed directly behind the carriage.  With a final blast of the horns, the formation began to move.
 
   With Hailyn busy guiding the horses, Jake spent the day bouncing around the wagon, embracing his power when he needed to move, but otherwise with nothing to do.  The formation picked up speed when they made it onto the highway, startled travelers hurrying off the road as the army passed.
 
   In the early afternoon, his mind wandering, Jake was sitting there bored when calls began to sound throughout the formation.  At Captain Grashin’s shouted order, the army came to a halt.  Jake saw Marcus give a start, lean over to say something to Keria, then ride forward.  After several minutes, Jake heard the sound of approaching horses and saw a large group of soldiers, covered in chainmail and leather, shields and swords hanging from their horses, ride up to Keria’s carriage behind Marcus and Captain Grashin.
 
   As Jake studied them, he could just make out the epaulets pinned to their armor.  They all wore the same insignia of a rearing bear.  The insignia seemed familiar, but it took Jake a moment to recognize that it was the same image that was on Marcus’ shield.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter4]Chapter Four
 
   Curious about what was happening and tired of just sitting in the wagon, Jake embraced his power, feeling it give him a burst of strength.  Ignoring Hailyn’s admonition to remain, he slowly slid from the wagon bed and made his way cautiously towards Keria’s carriage.  At Hailyn’s signal, a soldier shadowed him closely in case he faltered.  Hailyn quickly climbed down from the wagon and joined him as well.  Jake gritted his teeth at Hailyn’s over-protectiveness, but did not say anything.
 
   When they got close, they heard Marcus already explaining the situation to Keria, who had stepped down from her carriage.  “Captain Justian is my father’s chief man-at-arms.”  Marcus said as he pointed at the large man at the head of the new soldiers’ formation.  “His party was sent to aid our rescue attempt.”  He nodded at Justian.  “Captain, please continue.”
 
    “Your Highness.”  Justian said respectfully, his deep voice rumbling, with a nod of his head.  “A messenger from the capital came to my lord and lady, telling them of your capture and of the rescue attempt.  Lord Marcelas gathered two hundred of his men-at-arms and departed for the capital, to assist your father if needed.  Despite the small chance of success, given the time that had passed, he sent my party south in an attempt to join up with the army or, barring that, attempt to locate where you were being held.”
 
   “You and your men have my thanks for making such an effort.”  Keria replied.  “I am sure that my father appreciates Lord Marcelas’ response.”
 
   “With your permission, we will join your force to escort you back to the capital.”  Justian said.
 
   “Your presence will be most welcome, Captain Justian.”  Keria stated.  She looked at the small crowd around her carriage, smiling when she saw Jake standing at the edge.  “We should continue on, don’t you agree, Captain Grashin?”
 
   “At once, Your Highness.”  Grashin replied.  He looked over to Marcus.  “Your father’s men can reinforce the soldiers at the front and rear of the formation.”
 
   Marcus nodded and turned to Justian.  “Deploy the men, Captain, then return to ride next to me.”
 
   “Lord Marcus.”  Justian said with a salute.  He rode over to his men, speaking quietly with his lieutenants. 
 
   “We should get back to the wagon.”  Hailyn said to Jake as the nearby soldiers began to redeploy to their assigned positions.  Jake nodded, turning back to the wagon, biting back a curse as his legs buckled a bit.  He caught himself, willing his legs to be steady, and made his way back to the wagon, Hailyn and the soldier close by.  He was grateful that he was able to climb into the wagon bed without any assistance.  He nodded his thanks to the soldier, who gave Jake a salute and went to remount his horse.
 
    As Jake was settling back into his makeshift seat, the order to resume the march was called out.  With the creaking of leather and wood, the formation began to move, slowly at first then with more speed.
 
   Once the army had settled into its pace, Jake asked Hailyn if she knew anything about Marcus’ family.  She shifted in her seat so that she was sitting in a position to watch the road ahead while not having to turn her head to speak to Jake.
 
   “Master Jonas has taught me about some of the court politics and the noble families.”  She said.  “Marcus’ father is lord over a large holding of land in the northwestern part of Sanduas, bordering the Inland Sea.  Their family crest is the rearing bear, a symbol of the wild animals that live in the forested mountains of their holdings.  They have large timber, fishing and farming concerns.  His family is one of the richest and most powerful of the noble families.  As such, Marcus’ father has a great deal of influence in the capital when he is at court.”
 
   She glanced around, making sure that no one was too close and lowered her voice.  “While still very attractive, his mother was considered the great beauty of the kingdom in her youth.  Rumor has it that she had hoped to be queen, but was married to Lord Marcelas when his father requested it from King Henold, Keria’s grandfather.  Some say that left Lady Arelia bitter and distant from her sons.”
 
   “Sons?”  Jake said, surprised.  Since he did not really know him, he had assumed Marcus was an only child.
 
   “Marcus has a brother, Rolas.”  Hailyn said.  “He is four years older, but spends most of his time at their holdings.  He is known as a great hunter and fighter.”  She sighed sadly.  “I have been told that they are not close and only speak to each other when necessary.”
 
   Jake mulled that over, thinking of his own younger brother.  He and Russ were also about four years apart.  While Russ could annoy the hell out of him at times, they were still pretty close.  Jake could not imagine what it would take for him to dislike Russ enough to not speak with him.
 
   “It was partly because of this tension that Marcus was sent to the city four years ago.”  Hailyn continued.  “The official reason was for him to train with the Royal Guard, but Master Jonas knows otherwise.”
 
   “Thanks, Hailyn.”  Jake said, studying Marcus riding ahead, Justian next to him.  He was surprised that he felt sorry for Marcus’ situation.
 
   After a rest stop in the late afternoon, word was relayed that the army would not stop for the night, but drive on until they reached Sanduas.  The clerics went around healing the horses to make sure they could carry on, and then the army continued.  As the sun sank behind the horizon and darkness enveloped the surrounding plains, the outriders lit torches, lighting the way.  The pace slowed a bit, but with solid road beneath them, the army rode confidently ahead. 
 
   Shortly before dawn, they came upon the Royal Highway and turned east.  After riding all night, the sun, shining brilliantly in the clear blue sky before them, gave them renewed energy.  Grashin sent some riders ahead to clear the highway, then picked up the pace.  Soldiers and clerics ate in the saddle as they rode on.  They made a brief stop near mid-day to allow the clerics to check on the condition of the horses, and then started forward again.
 
   Jake recognized the waystation where he and Dominic had stopped when he first arrived as they passed by in the early afternoon.  That gave him an idea of the remaining distance to the city.  He noticed travelers lining the road near the highway, moved aside to allow the army to pass.  As the waystation fell away behind them, he was glad to know that the journey would be over soon.
 
   The sun was close to setting when they made their way through the foothills, cresting the final hill and seeing the city lying before them.  A cheer sprang up amongst the soldiers and several began to sound horns.  Grashin increased the pace, moving as fast as the wagons would allow.  As they drew closer, Jake could hear horns replying from the city.  He saw soldiers moving out to line the road as they approached the city gates, which were open and inviting.
 
   The formation slowed as the first riders reached the gate and turned aside to form up along the walls, clearing the way for the Keria’s carriage and the other wagons.  Jake heard the cheers and shouts from the assembled soldiers as Keria passed, her curtains pulled back so the men could see her.  Echoes from the horses and wagons sounded as they passed through the tunnel and rode into the courtyard.  Another set of cries went up from the assembled crowds who filled the courtyard, residents and nobles alike.  The street leading to the palace was lined with Royal Guardsmen and regular soldiers.  Several Guardsmen on horseback formed up next to the carriage as it continued up the street, their officer speaking with Marcus. 
 
   Marcus dropped back next to Hailyn and Jake.  “Continue to the palace.”  He said.  “Our presence has been requested by Keria.  She wishes to acknowledge our role in her rescue before the king and assembled court.”
 
   Night was settling over the city as they passed through the royal courtyard and entered the palace grounds.  As they came to a stop near the palace entrance, Jake noticed that soldiers bearing Marcus’ family emblem were mixed in with the Royal Guard spread throughout the palace grounds.  Several grooms came down the palace steps to take control of the horses, allowing them to dismount.
 
   Jake embraced his power, lighting the area, then climbed off the wagon and retrieved his armor and sword.  If Marcus were wearing his armor, Jake would do the same.  He tried to hurry, but even with his power, he was having difficulties with the straps.  Marcus saw him struggling and came over to assist him.
 
   “Thanks, Marcus.”  Jake said as Marcus helped him get his armor in place.  Marcus simply gave him a nod and, once Jake’s armor was secured, moved over to stand next to Keria, who was waiting by her carriage, watching them.  Jake belted on his sword and went over to join her.
 
   Hailyn came over and they moved into the palace, following Keria as two Royal Guard in ceremonial armor escorted her.  When they reached the throne room, the doors were already open and Jake could see the king on his throne.  The guards stopped at the door, but Keria continued past into the crowded hall.  The king rose when he caught sight of Keria walking down the center carpet and came down the dais steps.  Keria continued to move towards her father at a controlled pace, ignoring the sudden murmuring of voices that spread through the hall.  Jake followed Marcus’s lead when he stopped several yards from the dais, allowing Keria to walk the final distance alone.
 
   “Father.”  Keria said formally as she stopped and curtsied to the king, her voice carrying across the hall.  “I have been rescued from our enemies and have returned to you.”
 
   The king, eyes filled with tears of joy, replied formally as well.  “I am pleased to see you in good health and praise those who rescued you.”  With that, he stepped forward and embraced Keria, his arms folding around her and holding tight.  Jake heard him say “My dearest daughter…” before the words were drowned out from the cheers that erupted from the assembled nobles.
 
   The king held Keria for a long moment, then reluctantly stepped back, Keria turning to stand at his side, his hand still on her arm.  He raised a hand and the cheers died, the hall going quiet.  “I declare that there will be three days of celebration to honor the return of the princess.  The planning will start tomorrow, but for tonight, I wish to be alone with my daughter.”  The crowd responded with bows and curtsies and began to move to the exits when Keria spoke up.
 
   “Wait.”  She said loudly, the crowd stopping and turning back towards the dais.  “Forgive me, Father, but I would like to acknowledge those that rescued me before we depart.”  At the king’s nod, she gestured for Jake, Marcus and Hailyn to step forward.
 
   “I would not be here tonight but for the efforts of these three, along with Brother Jonas and Lord Dominic.”  Keria stated.  “Lord Marcus, Jake Thomas and Sister Hailyn braved the fortress of the demons who captured me and fought to free me.  Jake Thomas challenged the demon lord while Lord Marcus and Sister Hailyn battled the other demons and their followers.  Through Jake’s sacrifice, they destroyed the demon lord and drove off the other demons.  To recognize their heroics, I have declared that Lord Marcus and Jake Thomas are Heroes of Sanduas, worthy of all honor.”
 
   When she paused, the hall erupted in another round of cheers.  Keria raised her hand and the cheering quieted.
 
   “I cannot overstate the courage of Brother Jonas and Sister Hailyn.”  She continued.  “They were outnumbered by the demon hordes, but through their power and faith in the One, they stood against them, wielders of the Light against the Dark.”
 
   “Lastly, I would be remiss if I do not note the crucial role Lord Dominic had in our victory.  He fought to protect Jake Thomas and ensure the success of their mission, severely wounding the demon lord in the battle and nearly losing his life for the deed.”  She looked towards her father.  “I know that you have your differences with him, Father, but I ask that you honor him in this.”
 
   “I would gladly honor him, if he would accept it.”  The king said.  “Where are Dominic and Brother Jonas?  For that matter, where is Sir Alleon, whom I entrusted this mission?  I was informed that they were not with your party.”
 
   “On my command, they went back to the demons’ fortress with a force of clerics and soldiers to free the other captives being held, as well as destroy any remaining demons and half-men.”   Keria said proudly.  “They will return once that is accomplished.”
 
   “When they return, I will speak with them about what honors I can bestow.”  The king said.  He looked over at Jake, waving at his glowing power.  “Why do you need your magic, Jake Thomas?  There are none here that will harm you.”
 
   “Jake weakened himself when he saved me, Father.”  Keria interjected as Jake struggled to figure out a way to explain it.  “He needs his power for strength until Brother Jonas returns and find a way to help him.”
 
   The king looked closer and saw the damage done to Jake.  When he spoke again, his voice was grateful.  “I will not forget what you have done for Sanduas and for me.  I am in your debt for saving my daughter’s life.  If you need anything, come to me and it will be provided.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty.”  Jake said, bowing slightly.  “I am simply happy that Keria is safe.”  He glanced over at Marcus and Hailyn.  “Also, I can’t take all of the credit.  Keria would not be free if I did not have Dominic, Jonas, Marcus and Hailyn with me.”
 
   “Such modesty does you credit, Jake.”  The king replied.  “Nevertheless, the offer stands.”
 
   He straightened and looked out across the hall.  “This audience is at an end.”  He pronounced.  “My council will meet mid-morning to discuss the celebrations.  Good night to you all.”  With that, he turned and led Keria off towards his private chamber.  Keria looked back at the group and gave them a small wave before disappearing through the doors.
 
   Jake could feel his legs starting to quiver as they turned and started towards the main doors.  They were almost to the press of people leaving the hall when a man’s voice called out behind them.  “Marcus.”
 
   Marcus stopped and turned around, Jake and Hailyn doing the same.  Jake saw a handsome older man approaching, tall and lean, with gray-streaked dark curly hair, dressed in fine clothes.  Jake could not help but think that this is how Marcus would look later in life, so similar was the man in appearance.
 
   Walking next to him was a strikingly beautiful woman, almost as tall as the man, dressed in a dark silk dress that clung to her body.  Jake guessed she was in her early forties, her porcelain face still smooth, but hints of fine lines around her dark eyes and red lips, with wisps of gray visible in her long, dark hair.  While she was physically attractive, Jake got a sense of coldness radiating from her, a feeling of aloofness to the plight of others.  Maybe it was the lack of warmth in her eyes when she looked at Marcus or the neutral appearance on her face, but Jake immediately felt he would not want to be the person to cross her.
 
   “Father.”  Marcus said to the man.  He gave a slight bow to the woman.  “Mother.”
 
   “We were pleased to hear that you accompanied the quest to free the princess, son.”  Lord Marcelas said as he came up and hugged Marcus.  “You have brought great honor to our house.”
 
   He stepped back and Marcus’ mother came forward.  Lady Arelia did not embrace her son, but simply touched his face.  “I am glad to see you unharmed, Marcus.”  She did not sound like a concerned mother or particularly glad to Jake.  “It appears that your training here in the city, while keeping you from home, has been worthwhile.”
 
   “More like he had the magic-wielders to protect him.”  A tall man behind Marcus’ parents spat, looking at Marcus.  He was in his twenties, dressed in mail with a sword belted on.  While he took after his mother, he still closely resembled Marcus, so Jake figured out who he was before he said with contempt in his eyes.  “Isn’t that right, brother?”
 
   Marcus frowned at that, meeting his brother’s stare, eyes angry, but simply said.  “If you say so, brother.”
 
   Jake, feeling uncomfortable being caught in this family dynamic, looked at Hailyn, trying to subtly motion with his eyes that they should leave.  Before they could start moving, Lord Marcelas spoke, disappointment and anger clear in his voice.  “Rolas, that was unkind and beneath you.  Do not belittle Marcus’ accomplishment, especially in front of his comrades.”  After waiting until Rolas sullenly nodded, Lord Marcelas turned and looked expectantly at Jake and Hailyn.
 
   “Father, as you heard, this is Jake Thomas and Sister Hailyn.”  Marcus said, gesturing towards them and breaking the stare with his brother.  “They both showed great courage in the face of our enemies.  Without both of them, it is likely that our mission would have failed.”
 
   “I extend the thanks of our house to you as well.”  Lord Marcelas said urbanely as he extended his hand to Jake.  Jake took it, noticing the firm grip and calloused hands.  Lord Marcelas gave a slight bow to Hailyn.  “You will always find welcome at our hold as honored comrades of Marcus.”
 
   “I would add my thanks, as well.”  Lady Arelia said, her dark eyes focused on Jake.  Jake felt uncomfortable as she looked at him, those cold eyes studying him.  “I am glad that Marcus has such friends.”
 
   “Thank you, my lord and lady.”  Hailyn replied with a nod of her head.  “You honor us.  I know that you want to catch up with your son and I need to get Jake home to rest, so we will take our leave of you.”
 
   “Of course.”  Lord Marcelas said.  “Good night, Sister.  Jake.”  He headed towards the doors, his wife and Rolas following him.
 
   Marcus lingered for a moment.  “If you need me, send a message and I will come.”  He said, looking at Jake.  “I assume you will be with the Mastersmith and his family?”
 
   “Yes.”  Jake said.
 
   “Until then, good night.”  Marcus said to them and left to follow his family.
 
   Jake and Hailyn made their way back outside, the pace slow as Jake felt his strength begin to fade.  By the time the grooms brought the wagon to the entrance, his legs were quivering.  He gratefully climbed into the wagon, sweating from his efforts to stay upright, and let his power go.
 
   It only took a few minutes to ride over to Norlan’s house, finding warm light streaming from the windows.  Jake was surprised to see Norlan, Madalin and Cherise sitting on the front porch, Maxis laying at Cherise’s feet.  They stood as the wagon approached, Maxis rising and placing himself between them and the gate.  When Hailyn stopped the wagon and called out a greeting to the family, Jake used his magic again, slowly climbing out of the wagon.  He took slow hesitant steps towards the gate, Hailyn hovering close by.  He made it just inside the gate when Maxis collided with him, knocking him to the ground.  Jake cold not help but laugh as he found himself trying to push the dog away as Maxis happily licked his face.
 
   “Get off him, you dumb dog.”  Norlan said good-naturedly as he pulled Maxis away, allowing Jake to get back to his feet.
 
   Madalin, tears of joy in her eyes, threw her arms around him, pulling him close, her hug tight.  Once she finally released him, Cherise came up and gave him a quick hug, a smile on her face.  Jake was glad to see that she was better spirits than when he last saw her.
 
   “We heard that your party had returned, but we were not allowed into the palace grounds.”  Norlan said, still holding onto Maxis, whose tail was wagging enthusiastically.  “We hoped that you would return here after the nobles finished with you.”
 
   “What’s happened to you, Jake?”  Madalin asked, alarm in her voice as she looked closely at Jake’s face.  Her eyes were worried as she carefully reached up and touched the white streaks in his hair.
 
   “Something happened when I was using my magic to try to rescue the princess.”  Jake said, grateful for her concern.  “Jonas is not completely sure how it happened and has to research the issue before he can do anything about it.”
 
   “Where is he, by the way?”  Norlan asked.  “I expected either he or Dominic to be with you.”
 
   “It is a long story.”  Jake replied.  He gestured towards the house.  “Let’s go sit down and we can tell you what happened.”
 
   “Of course, Jake.”  Madalin said, gently holding onto his arm.  She walked next to him as they headed back to the house.  Maxis barked unhappily as he was left outside while the others went inside, settling in at the kitchen table.
 
   Madalin brought over some fruit and water as Jake and Hailyn told them everything that happened since they left the city.  They described the battle at the demons’ lair and explained what they knew of Jake’s infirmity.  Hailyn spoke about why the clerics could not yet help Jake.  They finished with Keria sending Dominic and Jonas against the demons and of their return journey to the city.
 
   “That is enough for now; we have plenty of time to talk.”  Madalin said firmly, standing and ending the conversation.  “You should go to your room and get some rest, Jake.  I will make sure that you are not disturbed.”  Based on the look on her face, Jake pitied the person who tried to disturb him.
 
   Madalin looked over at Hailyn, studying her.  “You need rest as well, Hailyn.”
 
   “I do.”  Hailyn said as she stood.  “I also need to get the wagon and horses back to the Temple.  I will come by tomorrow to check on Jake.”  She started for the door.  “The blessings of the One be upon you.”
 
   “Let me see you out.”  Norlan said and joined Hailyn as she went out the front door.
 
   “To your room, Jake.”  Madalin said determinedly.  Jake gave her a smile and stood, moving towards the back door, Madalin accompanying him.
 
   The night air was cool and the stars were shining brightly as he crossed the patio and entered his room.  Once he was inside, Madalin asked if he needed anything.  “Some water would be nice.”  Jake answered and she left to get him a pitcher. 
 
   After he had unbelted his sword, hanging it from a peg in the wall, and gratefully sat down on his bed, the curtain pulled back and Norlan entered with his saddlebags over his shoulder, Maxis sticking his head in as well.  “Hailyn said these were yours.”  Norlan said as he put them on the stool in the corner.
 
   “Thanks, Norlan.”  Jake said, yawning.  Feeling the comfort of the bed under him, sleep called to him.  “Would you mind helping me to get out of my armor?”
 
   “Of course.”  Norlan said, coming over and assisting Jake in undoing his armor straps.  Once Jake removed it, Norlan took the armor and stacked it neatly next to the saddlebags.
 
   “I am so glad to see you again, Jake.”  Norlan said as he turned back, his voice thick with emotion.  “I have prayed for your safe return.”  He came over and embraced Jake, his powerful arms holding him tight.  “I told you that you have become like a son to me.” 
 
   “I am glad to be back.”  Jake said when Norlan, looking somewhat embarrassed by his emotional display, released him.  “I don’t think I would be able to deal with all this without you and Madalin.”
 
   “It has been our pleasure.”  Norlan said kindly as he made to leave.  “Get some sleep.”  He paused at the doorway, looking back.  “We will do whatever is needed to find a way to help you get better.”  With that, he left.
 
   After Madalin returned with the water, then left, blowing out the candles as she went, Jake pulled off his clothes and climbed into bed.  He released his magic, weariness quickly spreading through his body.  He began to drift off when he heard the curtain move.  He looked over to see Maxis enter the room.  The dog came over and laid his head on the bed next to Jake.  Jake was startled that he could feel that strange crawling sensation when Maxis was close.
 
   After a quick nudge against Jake with his head, Maxis moved away and lay down, curling up at the foot of the bed.  The sensation faded once Maxis moved, but as Jake thought about it, he realized that he had not felt that sensation from anyone when he had been holding his magic.  He began to consider what that could mean, but exhaustion overtook him and he faded off into sleep.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter5]Chapter Five
 
   The clash of steel against steel reverberated off the wall surrounding the training area as Marcus parried the sword blow aimed at his head and closed with his opponent, a young man encased in the armor of the Royal Guard, with an open-faced helm atop his head and a shield on his left arm.  He slammed his shield into his opponent’s, driving the young man back.  He thrust his sword into the small opening in his opponent’s guard as the young man tried to recover his balance.  His opponent parried the blow just in time, but could not avoid Marcus’ shield when he swung it again.  The young man tried to raise his own shield to block it, but was too slow and Marcus’ blow hit him in his helm and sent him tumbling to the ground, losing his grip on his sword.  Marcus closed with him, bringing his sword overhead for the finishing blow.
 
   “I yield!”  The young man cried, raising his empty sword hand, a look of fear on his face as he saw the fire in Marcus’ eyes.
 
   Marcus stopped, cursing under his breath, lowering his sword and shaking his head.  I let Rolas get under my skin again.  He thought bitterly to himself.  He sheathed his sword and offered his opponent a hand to help him up.
 
   “I thought you were going to take my head off.”  The young man said as his took Marcus’ hand.  “Do I owe you money I have forgotten about?”
 
   “I apologize, Daen.”  Marcus said, pulling the young man to his feet.  “I had a long night and let my emotions get the better of me.”
 
   “Next time, let me know when you are in that kind of mood and I will have Nathen spar with you.”  Daen replied, taking off his helm and rubbing his head, indicating the other young man leaning against the rails on the edge of the training area.
 
   “I warned you that he looked like he was out for blood.”  Nathen called over with a laugh.  “You are just too bull-headed to heed my advice.”
 
   Marcus grinned slightly at that as he and Daen walked over to Nathen.  These two were his closest friends amongst the Royal Guard.  They had been in the same training class when Marcus first arrived in the city.  Both Daen and Nathen had graduated and taken their place in the ranks while Marcus continued to train.  Marcus was not allowed to actually join the Guard, due to his rank and position, though he was unofficially inducted by the Guardsmen, allowing him to share in the camaraderie and close bond that developed between the soldiers.
 
   His friendship with these two was surprising given their different backgrounds.  Daen, close to Marcus in height and size, with a tanned face, light brown hair and green eyes, was a farmer’s son.  His family, as they had for many generations, farmed a small holding in the southwest of the country.  With four older brothers and one sister to carry on the farming tradition, Daen’s father decided that he wanted a different life for his youngest son and sent him to the capital to apprentice a trade.  Much to his father’s dismay, Daen decided to join the Royal Guard instead.  Marcus knew of no other recruit that had worked as hard and diligently as Daen, who held himself to the highest standard.  While Daen had not excelled at the combat arts, he was smart and as capable as any in the Guard.
 
   On the other hand, Nathen, slender and a little shorter than the other two, with a lean face and short blond hair and blue eyes, was from a minor noble family.  He was the only son of his family, with an older and a younger sister.  His father sent him to the city specifically to train with the Royal Guard to enhance their standing in the pecking order of the noble families.  Nathen was less than enthused when he first started training, used to living a life of relative ease.  Early on, he was not one to obey the rules, especially those he thought were outdated or irrelevant.  Though his instructors had considered dismissing him on several occasions, Nathen had demonstrated talent with the sword and bow.  Those skills had kept Nathen in training and he eventually stopped fighting the rules, though he would tell anyone who asked what he thought about them.  He also had a mischievous streak that manifested itself with pranks and jokes, often at the expense of Marcus and Daen.
 
   The three had bonded when the instructors had assigned them to train together, holding each accountable for the actions of the others.  Some tension had developed between them at first, but that soon passed as they found themselves growing closer together as they faced a common adversary - their instructors.  The training had been physically and mentally challenging and the three were able to lean on each other to make it through.  Marcus was grateful that their friendship had continued after the training had finished; these two were as close as brothers to him now.
 
   His real brother, of course, was the reason he had gone to Daen and Nathen in the early morning, asking them to come spar with him.  Rolas had continued to needle Marcus, mocking and challenging him, as he tried to tell his parents what had occurred during the rescue mission.  They had gone up to the rooms in the palace that the king had set aside for Marcus’ family, sitting down in the comfortable chairs of the library.  His father had tried to keep the peace, admonishing Rolas and encouraging Marcus, while his mother sat there watching quietly.  Finally, Marcus’ patience with his brother had reached its end and only their father’s order had prevented it from coming to blows.  Marcus had gone to his room, but sleep would not come, so he slipped out quietly and went to find his friends to work off his anger.
 
   “What has you in such a mood, Marcus?”  Daen asked.  “I figured you would be happy to be back in the city.”
 
   “Rolas.”  Marcus stated shortly.
 
   “Ahh.”  Daen said sympathetically, sharing a look with Nathen.
 
   They knew of Marcus’ estrangement from his brother.  Marcus had told them much of what happened, but not all.  They knew that the two have never been close.  Marcus had told them of Rolas’ jealousy of his relationship with their father, whom Rolas said favored the younger son over the older.  Rolas had always been outspoken in his claim as the rightful heir to their family’s holdings and saw Marcus as a threat to that.
 
   What Marcus kept to himself was the real reason he had been sent to the capital.  Growing up, with his father often busy or away on business, his mother distant and Rolas as a tormentor, Marcus found solace with his nanny and her husband.  Even after he had grown old enough to no longer need a nanny, Selace and Tenan had always welcomed Marcus into their home.  Tenan was one of his father’s huntsmen and taught Marcus tracking and hunting.  Selace was there to encourage and console Marcus as a child, giving him the affection that his mother did not show.  With no children of their own, they were surrogate parents to Marcus and he felt closer to them than his own family.
 
   When Marcus had just turned sixteen, Tenan was killed while out hunting in the forest.  It appeared that, while cleaning the deer he had killed, he was attacked by a bear.  They found Tenan’s mangled body near the deer carcass.  Tracks led off into the undergrowth, where they found the bear, dead, with Tenan’s knife still in it.  When this news reached Marcus, he was devastated and went immediately to see Selace.  Though Marcus attempted to comfort her, she was inconsolable.
 
   The next day brought another hammerblow to Marcus’ heart.  In the night, Selace had gone to the falls that fed the river near the holding and, in her despair, had thrown herself off.  Some of the housemaids had found her body in the rocks that morning.  Shattered by the news, Marcus had gone to one of the outbuildings and broke down, weeping.  Rolas found him there and began to mock him, calling him a baby and hurling other insults.  Marcus was used to his brother’s taunting, usually containing his anger and walking away, but when Rolas said that Tenan and Selace were only servants and not worthy of a nobleman’s tears, something inside Marcus snapped.
 
   He charged Rolas, catching him off guard and drove him out into the courtyard.  They fell to the ground, punching and kicking each other.  They regained their feet, still swinging.  Neither was holding back, with Marcus consumed by rage and Rolas by hate.  The servants and craftsmen scattered as the two fought and rolled around the courtyard, attempting to kill each other with their bare hands.
 
   When they battled close to the blacksmith, things took a deadlier turn.  Rolas grabbed a nearby sword and Marcus followed suit.  The two closed with each other, swords moving.  They had only begun when several of the men-at-arms barreled in and wrestled them both to the ground, stripping them of their weapons.  They were both dragged unceremoniously to the cells set aside for prisoners waiting for their father’s judgment.
 
   Their father was the angriest Marcus had ever seen him when he came to the cells in the early evening.  He was so mad that he almost could not speak.  After blistering their ears about breaking the peace and how disappointed and ashamed he was to be their father at that moment, he left them both locked up for the night, barring any food or water.
 
   The next day they were released, with a man-at-arms assigned to each of them to prevent a repeat of the day before.  Their father had made them apologize and shake hands, promising to behave like brothers should.  Marcus could tell he was troubled, knowing that it was only words, and, shortly after the funeral for Selace and Tenan, his father told him that he was being sent to train with the Royal Guard.  Despite parting with his father, Marcus was eager to go.
 
   “Well, I know of several taverns in the city where it will be unlikely that your brother would find you.”  Nathen said lightly.  “If you can bring yourself to go to such places, I am sure we can find some, umm, distractions to take your mind off your troubles.”
 
   “I’m sure you know of all such places, Nathen.”  Marcus said, shaking his head with a smile on his face.  “Thank you for the offer, but while I could give a fig about Rolas, I doubt Keria would be too happy if I was caught in such a place.”
 
   “My apologies, Marcus; I forgot you are a romantic at heart.”  Nathen said.  “I, for one, am not bothered by such concerns.”
 
   “We know, Nathen.”  Daen said, rolling his eyes.  “The One preserve us, we know.”
 
   The three shared a laugh, Marcus feeling his mood lighten.
 
   “You both disappoint me so.”  Nathen said, feigning disillusionment.  He glanced up, a twinkle in his eye.  “Let’s go get something to eat before Marcus decides he want to pound out more of his frustrations on me.”
 
   As they began to walk towards the mess area, a voice called across the training grounds.  “Lord Marcus.”
 
   As they turned towards the voice, Marcus saw Justian walking towards them.  He came up to them, bowing slightly to Marcus.  “Your mother has requested that you return and have the morning meal with your family.”  Justian said.
 
   “Of course, Captain.”  Marcus said, his good mood dissipating, but keeping the disappointment out of his voice.  He looked at his friends.  “I will come by to see you when I can get free.”
 
   “We understand, Lord Marcus.”  Nathen said mockingly, with a grin and an exaggerated bow.  With a nod from Daen, they continued on to the mess area.
 
   “Let’s go, Justian.”  Marcus said, heading back towards the palace and steeling himself for an unpleasant morning.
 
   …
 
   Jake awoke from a dreamless sleep to see the sunlight streaming in through the windows.  Madalin must have let me sleep late.  Jake thought to himself.  He called up his power, feeling strength return to his body.  He sat up and slowing stood, moving around his room and getting dressed, but leaving his armor and sword behind.
 
   He pushed the curtain aside and stepped out onto the patio.  He stopped, enjoying the sunshine on his face and feeling the cool breeze move around his body.  He could see some dark scattered clouds in the distance, bringing the promise of rain.  After a few moments of contemplation, he went inside the main house. 
 
   He saw Madalin and Cherise sitting in the front room, Madalin reading and Cherise sketching.  Madalin looked up when he came into the kitchen, rising and coming over to him.
 
   “Good morning, Jake.”  She said, reaching up to touch his face.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “The same as yesterday.”  Jake replied.  “As long as I hold my magic, I can at least move around.”
 
   “Come, I set aside a plate for you.”  She said as she went to the counter to pull a plate of food from under a cloth.  She sat at the table while Jake ate.
 
   “Is there anything you want at the market?”  Madalin asked solicitously when Jake had finished.  “I need to go and gather some items.  Cherise will be going with me.”
 
   “I’m fine, Madalin.”  Jake replied.
 
   “Well, you should go back to your room and rest, then.”  Madalin said as she stood, taking the plate over to the wash sink.  “You need to conserve your strength until Brother Jonas returns.”
 
   “I think I will hang out outside.”  Jake said.  “It is a nice day and I could use some sun.”  He saw the disapproving look cross Madalin’s face.  “I promise to not do anything crazy.  If I start getting tired, I will go lay down.”
 
    “Fine.”  Madalin said, voice neutral though she did not look pleased.  “Maybe I should have Cherise stay with you.”
 
   “There is no need for that.”  Jake said hurriedly.  “I will be fine and, besides, there is nothing she could do if something did happen.”
 
   “All right, Jake.  I will trust you.”  Madalin replied.  She headed to the front room.  “Let’s go, Cherise.”  She said to her daughter as she headed out the front door.  Cherise jumped up and, with a wave to Jake, followed her out.
 
   Jake went out the side door, slowly walking around the side yard and enjoying the sunshine.  He worked his way over to the other side of the house and let Maxis out of his enclosure.  The dog was enthusiastic, bouncing around Jake as he continued to walk around.
 
   Maxis’ energy seemed to bolster Jake’s.  He moved faster, testing the limits of his strength.  He played and wrestled with the dog, though Maxis would often knock him off-balance.  After a while, though, Jake felt his energy failing, his muscles starting to shake, so he headed for the benches.
 
   He sat down, grateful to be off his feet, then decided to lie down as his strength continued to wane.  Maxis stayed with him, lying down next to the bench.  With the warm sun overhead, Jake closed his eyes and released his power.  With Maxis close by, he felt that now-familiar sensation return.  He tried to ignore it and, after a few minutes, he nodded off.
 
   He woke up when Maxis’ bark intruded into that peaceful nothingness.  Maxis barked again and Jake could hear the sound of a horse stopping, hooves clomping on the stones of the street.  Jake embraced his magic, sitting up and seeing a young man in the palace finery, his horse behind him, standing on the other side of the gate.  The young man was looking warily at Maxis, who had moved to stand between him and Jake, teeth bared and growling.
 
   “It’s ok, Maxis.”  Jake told the dog as he made his way to the gate.  Maxis stopped growling, but stayed close to Jake.
 
   “Jake Thomas?”  The man said, still watching Maxis.
 
   “Yes.”  Jake replied.
 
   “I have been sent from the palace with this message for you.”  The man said, cautiously handing Jake a sealed parchment, then jerking his hand back.  Looking relieved that he still had his hand, he stood there waiting.  Obviously, he was to return with a message from Jake.
 
   Jake cracked the seal and opened the parchment.  He read the message, seeing that it was an invitation to the palace for a dinner and ceremony to take place tomorrow night.  Norlan and his family were invited to attend as Jake’s guests.
 
   “I need to check with Norlan and Madalin first.”  Jake said.  “Can you come back later?”
 
   “I have many duties, so it is unlikely.”  The man replied, moving back and swinging up onto his horse.  “Simply send a message to the palace.  I will inform them to expect a reply from Jake Thomas.  Good day.”  With that, he turned and rode off.
 
   It was late afternoon when Madalin and Cherise returned, carrying several packages.  Jake tried to help them, but Madalin politely waved him off.  Jake followed them into the house, chatting with Cherise.  After Madalin had finished putting away her goods, Jake told her about the invitation.  She brightened at the thought of attending a palace function, but simply said.  “I will need to speak with Norlan before we commit to going.”
 
   Jake went back outside, sitting on the benches and enjoying the rest of the day, Maxis staying close by.  Shortly before dark, Hailyn appeared.  Maxis rushed to the gate, happily greeting Hailyn as she came into the yard.  Hailyn petted the dog, who obviously enjoyed the attention.
 
   “How are you, Jake?”  Hailyn asked as she walked up to Jake, stopping several feet away.  “You seem to be feeling better.”
 
   “I’m the same as before.”  Jake replied.  “When I have my power, I feel stronger and can move about, but without it, I can barely lift my arms.”
 
   “You shouldn’t expect a sudden change.”  Hailyn said, looking closely at Jake’s face.  “Likely, any improvement will be gradual.  If you look on the bright side, you don’t seem to be getting worse.”
 
   “I guess.”  Jake said, shrugging his shoulders.  “Can I tell you something?  I don’t want you to worry or do anything.”
 
   “Of course, Jake.”  Hailyn replied as she took a seat on the bench across from Jake.  “You can tell me anything.”
 
   Relieved, Jake told her about the unusual sensation that he felt from others when he was not holding his magic.  “It seems to be stronger with clerics for some reason.  Only now, with my power, I don’t sense it from you.”  Jake finished. 
 
   “Release your power and see what happens.”  Hailyn told Jake.
 
   He released his power, swaying as his strength failed, barely able to stay upright.  The sensation returned, with Jake feeling it coming from both Maxis and Hailyn, but vastly stronger from her.  He called up his magic and the sensation faded.
 
   He and Hailyn discussed it for a while, trying to figure out what it was.  In the end, they decided it was a byproduct from his injury.  Hopefully, when Jonas found a way to help Jake, the sensation would leave as well.  They sat in silence for a bit, each lost in their own thoughts. 
 
   “How are things at the Temple?”  Jake finally said, moving the conversation to something different.
 
   “A bit frantic.”  Hailyn stated.  “Everyone is concerned for Master Jonas and the clerics that went with him.  Some of the clerics are discussing what to do if they do not return.  Sister Silvan is acting as Chief Cleric until they come back.”
 
   “I’m sure that Jonas and Dominic are ok.”  Jake said reassuringly, though he was also worried about them.  “I bet they will be back soon.”
 
   “We can only pray that it will be so.”  Hailyn said, pausing when the front door opened and Norlan came out.  Jake had not realized that he had come home.
 
   “Good evening, Hailyn.”  Norlan said good-naturedly.  “We are about to sit down for the evening meal.  Would you like to join us?”
 
   “Thank you, Norlan.”  Hailyn said as she stood.  “I would love to stay, but I am already late.  I have to return to the Temple; I have some duties I must attend to tonight.”
 
   “Another time, then.”  Norlan said.  “You are always welcome to join us.”
 
   “The blessing of the One on you, Norlan.”  Hailyn said, nodding her head.  She looked at Jake.  “And on you, Jake.  I will try to come by tomorrow when I have more time.”  She turned and left, Maxis following her to the gate.
 
   “Let’s go inside, Jake.”  Norlan said.
 
   After they finished dinner, they discussed attending the ceremony.  While she would like a night at the palace, Madalin was concerned whether Jake could make it through the night in his condition.  Jake assured her that he would rest most of the day, so he should be fine.  Norlan did say that it would be hard to turn down the invitation since there appeared to be an expectation that Jake would attend.  Also, looking over at Cherise and seeing her excitement, he said it would be a treat for her to attend a palace function.  In the end, they decided that they would all go.
 
   Norlan stood and said.  “I will go to the palace to let them know.”
 
   Jake went to back to his room, grabbing a towel and stripping off his clothes.  He went out and took a quick shower, then returned and climbed into his bed.  Once he released his power, a wave of exhaustion spread over him and he was quickly asleep.
 
   …
 
    Far to the west, at the edge of the Inland Sea, the figure in dark robes from Creatos’ cave rode up to the cove where his Master’s servants were waiting for him, his horse lathered and trembling under him.  The night made things hard to see, but he could hear the sound of the surf as the waves crashed against the rocks that surrounded the cove.
 
   As much as he hated riding horses, he had ridden this one straight from Creatos’ stronghold, pushing the horse.  He was forced to slow and rest it at times, since killing the horse would mean finding another and he was avoiding towns and villages.  He was not afraid of encountering any one or even two clerics, but if a group confronted him, he may be tested beyond what he could handle.  To prevent such a situation, he rode around those settlements in his path.
 
   He could make out the water ahead, with the long shadow of the boat waiting for him, pulled up on the sand.  He saw several shadowy figures moving around the boat, the sailors standing ready to shove off at a moment’s notice.
 
   He rode up to the boat, ignoring the sudden baring of steel when the sailors saw him.  Once they recognized who he was, they sheathed their weapons and prepared to sail.  He had mixed feelings when he gratefully got off his horse, the creature about ready to collapse.  As much as he disliked riding, he absolutely loathed sea travel.  He could not control his stomach on the voyage here, spending much of his time being sick.  Some of the sailors had thought that was amusing until he made an example of one of them.  After that, he thought with self-satisfaction, they had been nothing but courteous.
 
   As he made his way to the wooden longboat with sailors already manning the oars, he heard the sound of approaching horses.  He spun to see a group of four soldiers appear along the ridge that hid the cove from view, carrying torches.  Accompanying them was a cleric, glowing in power.
 
   “You in the cove, halt in the name of the king!”  One of the soldiers called out as they started down into the cove.
 
   The figure waited until they got close, then unleashed a blast of dark fire, the black flames sweeping over and enveloping the soldiers.  He smiled at the sounds of the men and horses screaming.  These fools didn’t know whom they were messing with.  He thought grimly as he turned to go.
 
   He was surprised when the cleric rose from the burning piles, her robes and flesh scorched, but still glowing in power.  She released a bolt of clerics’ fire at him.  He deflected the blow, sending it into the sky.  He returned her fire with his own.  She was able to block most of it, though she cried out as some of it reached her.  She was able to launch another ineffective attack before he was able to overwhelm her defenses and reduce her to a smoldering heap, her cries dying in the night.
 
   He turned and climbed aboard the boat, the crew moving quickly to launch and head to sea.  He wrapped his robes tighter as the spray of the waves carried over the bow.  He thought about that stupid cleric with an amused smile.  While he still feared his Master, the one thing he relished since coming here was that no one could ever pick on Bruce Talia again.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter6]Chapter Six
 
   The light of the torches illuminating the palace courtyard made the shadows seem to dance against palace walls as Jake stepped out of the carriage.  His own shining form drew stares from many of the people entering the palace, making him feel somewhat self-conscious.  Trying to ignore the looks, he adjusted his swordbelt and ran his hands down his doublet, smoothing the material, then turned to offer his hand to Cherise to assist her as she exited.  Cherise had a light blue dress on, the skirt hanging to her ankles, so it was awkward for her to navigate the carriage steps.  Once she was out, he did the same for Madalin.
 
   “Thank you, Jake.”  Madalin said as she stepped down, dressed in a red satin gown, her hair up in an elaborate style.  She had been fussing with her hair all afternoon, much to Norlan’s amusement.
 
   Norlan exited last, dressed in his best brown doublet and pants, with his knee-high boots polished to a high shine.  He looked slightly uncomfortable in such finery.
 
   The palace had sent the carriage to bring them to the event, honoring Jake’s position as a Hero of Sanduas.  Jake had welcomed it, as he had been unsure on how he would make it to the palace, given his condition.  He had envisioned pushing beyond his strength and showing up being carried Norlan’s back.
 
   “Let’s head inside.”  Norlan said, gesturing towards the entrance and offering his arm to his wife.  Madalin smiled at her husband, a pleased twinkle in her eyes, as she laid her hand on his arm.  Jake offered his arm to Cherise and they followed her parents into the palace.
 
   Despite his attempt to disregard the speculative looks and whispers, Jake knew that he and his magic were the topic of much discussion as they made their way to the throne room.  Uncomfortable with the attention, he tried to focus on keeping a steady and stable pace, though he began sweating slightly inside his doublet.
 
   When they reached the throne room, a palace official stopped them.   He checked for their names on a list and, after finding them, had the herald announce their names to the crowd.  Another palace servant came over and led them to a table near the thrones.  Other guests were already at the table and Norlan and Madalin engaged them in polite conversation.
 
   Jake looked around the hall, seeing that the tables had been set up on either side of the carpet that lead to the throne dais.  A smaller table was sent next to the dais, which Jake assumed was for the king.  He found Marcus on the other side of the hall, dressed in a fine dark green doublet, hand resting on his sword, looking somewhat pensive as he waited next to his father, who was speaking with several other nobles.  Marcus noticed Jake and nodded in greeting, which Jake retuned.  Jake saw that Marcus’ mother was speaking with two other women while his brother was standing apart, a tankard in his hand.  Rolas was dressed in a light green doublet, with a gold badge of his family crest pinned on.  Jake observed that he was also armed with a sword.
 
   The king’s herald came through the doors near the thrones, rapping his staff on the ground.  “King Kirsten the First, Sovereign King of Sanduas and his daughter, Her Royal Highness, Princess Keria comes!”  He called out as silence descended in the hall.  “They come!”
 
   A flurry of bows and curtsies rippled through the hall as the king and Keria walked in, her hand on her father’s arm.  They made their way to the dais, smiling and acknowledging people in the crowd with nods.  Keria stopped at the dais steps while her father ascended to his throne.  He turned to address the gathered assembly.
 
   “We come tonight to celebrate the safe return of my daughter.”  The king said, voice carrying through the hall.  “Before we begin the celebrations, I ask that we observe a moment of silence to honor those that fell defending her and those that fell to rescue her.”  The crowd went quiet, with only the faint crackle of the torch fires audible in the hall.
 
   After about a minute of silence, the king spoke again.  “Marcus, son of Marcelas, approach the throne.”  Jake heard the quiet murmuring from the crowd as Marcus, who looked surprised, walked to the dais, then, at the king’s gesture, knelt.  As the king came down the stairs, a Royal Guard approached with a bejeweled sword in his hands.
 
   The king took the sword and held it aloft.  “Marcus, son of Marcelas.”  The king formally intoned.  “To honor your bravery and commitment to the safety of the princess, I now declare that you are to be knighted in the presence of these witnesses.”
 
   “Do you swear to the One to obey the will of your sovereign, to always speak the truth, to carry arms to defend this realm, to protect the weak and infirm, and to give your life, if needed, in the service of these causes?”  The king asked, looking at Marcus.
 
   “I so swear, my king.”  Marcus replied formally, bowing his head.
 
   “Then, by my power and authority, I knight you.”  The king said as he laid the flat of his sword blade on Marcus’ head.  He pulled it away, handed the sword back to the Guard and laid a hand on Marcus’ shoulder.  “Arise, Sir Marcus.”
 
   Marcus stood, shaking hands with the king, as the crowd erupted in cheers.  Keria came over from where she was standing and lightly kissed Marcus on the cheek.  Jake saw Marcus’ father beaming with pride, shaking hands with the other nobles near him.  His mother was politely clapping, but her face betrayed no other emotion.  On the other hand, emotions were evident on Rolas’ face as he scowled and, tilting his head back, drained his tankard and signaled for another.
 
   “Let us feast.”  The king announced as he and Keria went to the small table next to the dais.  Marcus went back over to his family as the crowd began to sit down at their assigned tables.  His father embraced him and led him to a seat next to his at the table.
 
   The table near Jake was long, with wooden benches with room for ten on each side, looking like an oversized picnic table.  Jake sat down at the end of the bench, next to Norlan, while Madalin and Cherise took the seats across from them.  Jake watched as servants came through the doors, bearing large trays of food.  The servants were quick and the table before them was soon covered with various meats, vegetables, pastries and fruit.  Other servants came by to offer drinks, carrying pitchers of ale, wine, fruit punch and water.  While he was tempted to have some ale, Jake was sure that, in his current condition, he would hear about it from Madalin, so he stuck with water.  Norlan and Madalin chose the wine while Cherise had the punch.
 
   Dinner progressed quickly, with the people next to Norlan and Madalin making small talk with them while they ate.  Jake continued to eat until he was stuffed, pausing only to chat with Cherise.  The hall buzzed with conversations while the servants were seemingly everywhere, replacing food trays, refilling cups and clearing dinnerware.
 
   Once dinner was completed, the servants cleared the tables of the trays, but continued to provide the drinks.  Jake, sitting contently as he let his food settle, was surprised to see Keria come over to the table.  Everyone at the table began to rise, but Keria gestured for them to remain seated.
 
   “Good evening, Jake.”  Keria said with a bright smile.  A servant came over with a chair, placing it at the end of the table so she could sit.  “I am so glad to see that you could make it.”  She placed her hand on Jake’s.
 
   “Thank you, Keria.”  Jake said with a smile, enjoying the warmth of her hand.
 
   “Good evening as well, Master Norlan, Mistress Madalin, and Cherise.”  Keria said with a nod of her head.  “I trust that you are enjoying yourselves.”
 
   “I have never ridden in a carriage before or seen so many beautiful dresses.”  Cherise said brightly, her eyes brimming with joy.  “This is wonderful, Keria.”
 
   “Cherise!”  Norlan said sharply, glancing at the others at the table and sounding slightly scandalized.  “You must address the princess as Your Highness or Princess.”  He looked at Keria.  “I apologize for her poor manners, Your Highness.  No disrespect was meant.”
 
   “No apologies are needed, Master Norlan.”  Keria said lightly, smiling at Cherise and touching her cheek, now bright red from embarrassment.  “I told Cherise that she may use my name.”
 
   Jake sat back and watched as Keria engaged Cherise and Madalin in conversation.   Cherise soon forgot about her father’s rebuke, talking and laughing with Keria.  After some last words, Keria turned back to Jake.
 
   “How are you feeling, Jake?”  She asked quietly, his blue aura reflecting in her eyes.  “You seem to be able to move around fairly well.”
 
   “I’m ok.”  Jake replied.  “I still get tired pretty quickly, but other than that, I am doing fine.”
 
   “You mustn’t tax yourself, Jake.”  Keria said seriously.  “I do not want to see you harm yourself further.  Getting plenty of rest seems best course until Brother Jonas returns.”
 
   “I’m not hurting for sleep or rest, I can assure you.”  Jake said, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice.  He did not want to upset Keria, but he was getting a little tired of being surrounded by women who want to mother him.  He did not need any more reminders of his condition.
 
   “That is good.”  Keria stated.  She glanced back over at her father, who motioned for her to return.  She stood, smiling at Jake.  “I will try to come back in a little while.”  With a nod to the rest of the table, she left, walking back to her table.
 
   Jake stared after her, admiring her form, then sighed wistfully.  What am I going to do about her?  How do I make things right with him?  He thought as he glanced across the room at Marcus.  Shaking his head, he saw a sympathetic look in Madalin’s eyes when he gazed in her direction.  He gave her a slight smile and a shrug of his shoulders.  He shifted on the bench, trying to get comfortable, then sat there lost in thought, staring at the torches on the far wall, until the king stood and spoke again.
 
   “Let the music and dancing begin.”  The king said, signaling at the musicians in the corner of the hall.  Servants came and moved some tables to open up a large space in the middle of the hall.  Once the area was cleared, the musicians began to play.
 
   Jake watched as the king and Keria went out and danced, an intricate and formal type of dance.  As the dance ended and Keria kissed her father on the cheek, the hall erupted in applause.  Smiling, the king gestured for others of join them.  Couples began to move to the dance area as the musician began another melody.  Jake saw Marcus approach Keria, clearly asking for a dance.  She smiled and nodded and Marcus led her out to the dance area.
 
   Jake watched it with some mixed feelings.  While he would love to dance with Keria, he did not know the steps and his strength might not last long enough.  So, he consigned himself to simply watch, his gaze on Keria as she danced and laughed with Marcus.
 
   His attention was suddenly drawn away when he saw Rolas approaching his table, a tankard in his hand.  Jake could tell that he had been drinking heavily, his step slightly unsteady.
 
   “Why they let you in I will never know.”  Rolas said harshly as he stopped next to the table.  Jake could see anger on his face.  “It is bad enough that they are fawning over my dear brother.”  He spat.  He looked Jake up and down, a cruel smile on his lips, and sneered.  “You are no better than a jumped-up peasant.”
 
   “There is no need for this, my lord.”  Norlan began, rising slightly.  “Jake is here at the invitation of the king.  Perhaps you should return to-“
 
   “Was I speaking to you, smith?”  Rolas snarled, staring at Norlan.  “You and your family are not much better.”
 
   Jake felt anger course through him as he saw Norlan bite back a reply and sit down, fists clenched, the others at the table looking uncomfortable, with Madalin concerned and Cherise looking scared and hurt.  Before he knew what he was doing, Jake surged to his feet.
 
   “Back away, asshole.”  Jake said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Are you going to make me?”  Rolas said ominously as he set his tankard on the table and his other hand drifted towards his sword.  “Perhaps you think you are my equal.”
 
   Jake stared back, deliberately crossing his arms across his chest, anger keeping him from backing down, but a trickle of fear wormed its way into his thoughts.  He was in no condition to fight and Rolas had years of experience on him.
 
   “Rolas!”  Jake heard Marcus’ voice cut through the music, low but direct.  Jake saw him coming over from the dance area.  “What do you think you are doing?”  Marcus asked, face tight, as he confronted his brother.
 
   “None of your concern, Sir Marcus.”  Rolas snapped, contemptuous.  He stepped back and turned to face Marcus.  “Does your little friend need you to protect him?”  He barked a short, sharp laugh.  “You always have had a soft spot for those beneath us.”
 
   Marcus’ face went flat, but before he could reply, Lady Arelia unexpectedly appeared, with Captain Justian at her side.  “Rolas, you will remove yourself to our quarters.  You have had too much ale for your own good.”  She said, voice cool.
 
   “I am a grown man, Mother.”  Rolas said, a look of defiance on his face.  “I will go when I please.”
 
   “You will leave now or I will have Captain Justian drag you from this hall like a common criminal.”  She replied, her voice now ice, eyes hard.
 
   Jake watched as Rolas glared at his mother, jaw muscles clenching and unclenching, weighing defiance.  Lady Arelia simply retuned that stare, eyes like dark stones.
 
   “As you wish, Mother.”  Rolas finally said.  He pushed past Marcus, who let him go.  At Lady Arelia’s whispered instruction, Justian followed Rolas out of the hall.
 
   “Introduce me, my son.”  Arelia said to Marcus, indicating Norlan and his family.
 
   “Mother, this is Mastersmith Norlan, his wife Mistress Madalin and their daughter, Cherise.”  Marcus told his mother.
 
   “Master Norlan, please accept my apologies for the boorish behavior of my son.”  Arelia said, voice calm and level.  “I will see that he is suitably punished.”
 
   “Thank you, my lady.”   Norlan replied, voice steady, but Jake could still see some anger in his eyes.
 
   “Do not worry, lovely child.”  Arelia said to Cherise.  She knelt down next to Cherise and cupped her chin in her hand.  “You will find that men often act foolishly.  You must not allow that to ruin your enjoyment of a lovely party.”  She looked up at Marcus.  “Surely you can assist her in this, my son.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”  Marcus replied.
 
   “Again, my apologies.”  Arelia said as she stood.  She looked over at Jake.  “To you as well, Jake Thomas.”
 
   Jake was decidedly uncomfortable with the way Lady Arelia was looking at him, her eyes studying him.  He felt like he was puzzle that she could not figure out.  He bowed his head, breaking the stare.  “Nothing to forgive, my lady.”  Jake said properly.
 
   Arelia stared at Jake for another moment, then turned and left the hall, going to the door through which Rolas had departed.
 
   “May I have this dance, Cherise?”  Marcus asked formally, bowing slightly and taking her hand.  Cherise, a large smile on her face, nodded happily, drama forgotten.  Marcus escorted her to the dance area.
 
   Jake sat back down, drinking some water and watching Marcus and Cherise dance, Cherise’s face alight with joy.  When the music paused, Marcus motioned for a blond-haired young man in Royal Guard finery to come over, introduced him to Cherise, and left them to dance.  He came back over to Jake’s table.
 
   “With your permission, Master Norlan, may I have this dance with your wife?”  Marcus said, holding out his hand to Madalin.  With a pleased smile, Madalin took his hand and they were soon dancing near Cherise.
 
   Norlan leaned over to Jake.  “While I appreciate what you did, Jake, you must be careful with these nobles.”  He said quietly.  “Don’t let your sense of honor get you into a situation that will only end badly.”  He patted him on the shoulder and returned to watching his wife and daughter dance.
 
   After Madalin finished her dance, she came back over to the table while Cherise continued to dance, again with Marcus.  With a smile, Madalin gestured at Norlan.  “Come, husband.”  She said lightly.  “You will not get away with just sitting there.  We have to dance.”  She glanced at Jake.  “Will you be alright by yourself, Jake?”
 
   “I will be fine.”  Jake replied, nudging Norlan to stand up.  “Have fun.”
 
   While Jake was sitting and watching the dances, losing himself in the music, a servant came up to him and spoke.  “The king requests your presence at his table.”
 
   Frowning slightly as he wondered what this was about, Jake nodded and stood up.  He made his way over to the king’s table.  Keria’s chair was empty, as she was out dancing.
 
   “You wanted to see me, Your Majesty?”  Jake asked politely.
 
   “Yes, Jake.”  The king replied.  He gestured at Keria’s chair.  “Please sit.”
 
   Once Jake was sitting, the king leaned over and spoke quietly.  “Is there not any reward that I can give you for your role in freeing Keria?”
 
   Jake thought about asking to see Keria, his gaze drifting over towards her, where she was dancing with Marcus, smiling and laughing.  Before he could speak, the king followed his gaze and shook his head.
 
   “My prohibition still stands, Jake.”  The king said firmly, though his eyes were sympathetic.  “Keria has a responsibility to the kingdom.  She will be a queen someday and she has to marry someone who can stand beside her, challenge her privately when needed, and lead this nation.”  He paused, then asked.  “Do you wish to be a king, Jake?”
 
   “King? Me?!”  Jake exclaimed.  The idea seemed so outlandish that he almost laughed.
 
   “If you do not wish to be a king, then why pursue Keria?”  The king pressed, face serious.  “Besides the fact that you are a stranger and the nobles would not accept you, if a way was found to return you to your world, would you forswear your home and family to remain here?”
 
   Jake was caught off-guard by the question.  He was embarrassed that he had not thought about it that way.  He thought of his family and friends and of all the familiar things of home.  He finally shook his head, saying quietly.  “No.  I would go home.”
 
   “Jake, I recognize that Keria is a beautiful young woman.”  The king said kindly.  “When I was a young man around your age, I pursued a beautiful woman, only to have her become unattainable.  However, in spite of what I thought was a devastating blow, I met and fell in love with Keria’s mother.  I consider myself to be a lucky man for it.”  He paused.  “Do you understand what I am trying to say here?”
 
   “I think so, Your Majesty.”  Jake said, unable to keep the disappointment out of his voice.  He gazed longingly at Keria, savoring her beauty, but, with a sinking feeling in his chest, knew the king was right.  It would not be fair to Keria for this to continue, especially if he could find a way home.  Maybe I can at least do something right.  He thought as an idea came to him.
 
   “As to my reward, I would ask that you consider Marcus for Keria.”  Jake said haltingly, feeling this was the toughest thing he had ever done.  “He is in love with her.”
 
   The king looked over at Marcus, a slight frown on his face.  “I cannot promise you that, Jake.”  He said, sighing heavily.  “He may be good for her and I acknowledge his feelings for her, but I must also consider the wishes of the royal council, which is often driven by politics and position.”
 
   The king held out his hand.  “I know that this is not what you had hoped for, Jake.  I hope that a way can be found to send you back to your rightful world.  When you return there, I hope you will think kindly of me.”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty.”  Jake said respectfully, shaking the king’s hand.  “To be honest, I have been treated better here than I had any right to expect.”
 
   “I will let you get back to the celebrations.”  The king said.  “Enjoy the night.”
 
   Jake nodded and went back over to his table.  He could not bring himself to look over at Keria as he passed the dance area.  Norlan was sitting at the table, sipping some wine.  He noticed the look on Jake’s face.
 
   “What happened?”  He asked, concern in his voice.  “You look like you got some really bad news.”
 
   “I’m fine, Norlan.”  Jake said.  “I’m just tired.  I think I will have the carriage take me back to the house.”
 
   “Let me get Madalin and Cherise and we can leave.”  Norlan said, standing.
 
   Jake saw Cherise dancing with a boy about her age, smiling and clearly enjoying herself.  Madalin was dancing with the blond-haired young man, laughing at something he said.  “No, Norlan.”  Jake said.  “Let them enjoy the party.  I can make it home by myself.”
 
   “Are you sure?”  Norlan asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Jake said.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll be fine.”
 
   Jake slowly made his way to the exit, his mind distant as he considered what had just happened.  The grooms quickly had the carriage brought around and Jake gratefully climbed in.  He stared out of the window, watching the city pass by, the sounds of the carriage echoing off the nearby buildings as it wove its way back to Norlan’s.
 
   Jake thanked the driver after he had stepped down from the carriage, the main gate to the house only a few feet away.  Jake made his way into the yard as the carriage left to return to the palace.  He went over to Maxis’ enclosure and let the dog out.  Maxis seemed to sense Jake’s mood, staying calm and remaining close to him.  Jake went to his room, Maxis curling up at the foot of the bed while Jake removed and hung his swordbelt on the wall.  Jake quickly undressed and climbed into bed.  He thought about Keria and what the king had said.  He released his magic, hoping that he would quickly drift off to sleep.
 
   Instead, his emotions and thoughts continued to roil.  He tried to calm his mind, but sleep was a long time in coming.


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter7]Chapter Seven
 
   Jake awoke at the light knock on the door.  He called up his magic and shifted into a seated position just as Norlan entered his room.  Norlan looked like he was somewhat unwell, with a slight pallor to his face and some bags under his eyes.
 
   “Good morning, Jake.”  Norlan said pleasantly, despite his condition.  “Are you able to join us for the morning meal or should I have Madalin bring you some food?”
 
   “I will come inside, Norlan.”  Jake replied.  He gestured towards Norlan.  “Are you feeling well?  You look a bit under the weather.”
 
   “I’m fine, but I don’t think I should have had so much wine.”  Norlan said with a light smile and a rueful shake of his head.  “I still enjoy drinking a good wine, but every year that I grow older, if I drink too much, the next morning gets a bit more unpleasant.”
 
   “I understand.”  Jake said, remembering his hangover from the party at Matt’s house.  He swung his feet out and stood.  “I’ll be in as soon as I get dressed.”
 
   Norlan nodded and left.  Jake put on his clothes and stepped out onto the patio.  He saw that the sky was cloudy and a cool wind was blowing.  The clouds were not very dark, so Jake hoped that that meant no rain.  He headed into the house and found the family already at the table.
 
   During the meal, Jake listened with an amused smile as Cherise excitedly recounted all of the dancing at the celebration.  She spoke almost non-stop, pausing only to take a bite to eat at the prompting of her father.  Madalin listened with a contented look on her face while Norlan shook his head at Cherise’s gushing account of all of the attention that Marcus had shown her.  Looks like Marcus has another admirer.  Jake thought.  But after what she went through, I’m glad she was able to have such a good time.
 
   After breakfast, Jake returned to his room, settled back onto the bed and released his power.  He lay there, lost in thought.  The good mood that came from seeing Cherise happy faded as he considered what happened last night.  He replayed his conversation with the king in his mind several times, trying to determine if he should or could have said anything different.
 
   Thinking about Keria made him depressed.  Visualizing her in his head was almost painful as she was so beautiful.  He remembered the feel of her body next to his as they had kissed, the fragrance of her perfume and the smile she gave him like it was for him alone.  He was giving her up and, to make the situation worse, he felt that out of respect for what Marcus had done, he had to promote the idea of Marcus and Keria to the king.
 
   But, despite the sense of loss, he knew in his heart that it was the right thing to do.  He was not looking to be a king and, if the way home appeared, he would take it without hesitation.  It was not fair to Keria, or Marcus for that matter, for him to continue to chase after her.  He had to harden his heart against such attachments and stay focused on finding how to get back to his own world.  I will be tough.  He thought resolutely, though it did not make him feel any better.
 
   Focused on his thoughts, he was startled by a soft knock on his door.  As he embraced his power and sat up, he heard Hailyn’s voice.
 
   “May I come in?”  She asked.
 
   “Sure, Hailyn.”  Jake replied.  He watched as she entered his room, dressed in her white apprentice robes.  She seemed to be in good spirits, giving him a smile and came over and sat at the foot of his bed.  He pulled his knees back towards his chest to make sure that she did not accidently touch him.
 
   “How are feeling, Jake?”  She inquired.
 
   “Fine.”  Jake said casually.  “Not much has changed.”
 
   “That is better than things getting worse.”  Hailyn said lightly.  “Did you enjoy the celebration at the palace?”
 
   “It was ok.”  Jake said.  He was struck by a sudden thought.  “How come you were not invited?  You had as big a role in Keria’s rescue as me or Marcus.”
 
   “I was invited, but my duties at the Temple kept me from attending.”  She said, shaking her head.  “I think I would have enjoyed seeing if you could learn the dance steps in a night.”  She finished with a gentle laugh.
 
   “I stayed away from the dancing.”  Jake said hurriedly.  “I was not about to trip over someone’s feet trying to keep up.”
 
   “You should dance, Jake.”  Hailyn replied with an amused look in her eyes.  “It is good for the spirit and the body.  Besides, women like a man who can dance.”
 
   “Maybe, once I am healed, I will have you teach me.”  Jake said with a chuckle.  “I think I need any help I can get in the women department.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”  Hailyn asked, tilting her head and giving him a curious look.
 
   Jake told Hailyn everything that happened the previous night, including the conversation with the king.  She seemed sympathetic for the most part, offering him words of support as he tried to explain his feelings about it all.  However, when he told her about his desire to be tough and focus on getting home, she was less than accommodating.
 
   “I understand your desire to return home, but you cannot simply ignore your feelings or those of the people trying to help you.”  She said directly, a displeased look on her face.  “To do so means that you are simply using people to get what you want.  That is what the demons do.”
 
   “Wait a minute, I’m no freaking demon.”  Jake said with some heat.  “Just because I don’t want to get too attached doesn’t mean I don’t care.”
 
   “I know that.”  Hailyn said, holding up her hands.  “I was just trying to point out that you are a person, like we all are, and you can’t give up on happiness, caring, compassion and the other emotions that the One has given us to enjoy this life.”
 
   She reached for him, then pulled her hand back with a frustrated grimace on her face.  “You can still enjoy friendship, fellowship and love until you return to your home.”  She paused for a moment, then continued.  “Surely, you know that Norlan and Madalin love you.  Would you disregard that?”
 
   “No.”  Jake sighed, then taking a deep breath and releasing it, not wanting to fight with her.  “I appreciate what all of you have done for me and I understand what you are saying, Hailyn.  It just pisses me off that it can be so unfair.”
 
   “Things will work out the way they must.”  She replied serenely.  “Trust in the One, Jake, and don’t let the disappointments stand in the way of happiness.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  Jake said as he stared into those unusual brown eyes.  He gave her a smile, which she returned.  “You are a great friend to have, Hailyn.  I am so glad that-“ He was interrupted by another knock on his doorframe.
 
   “Come in!”  He called out, expecting to see Norlan or Madalin.
 
   He was surprised when Marcus entered his room.  He was dressed in a fine, but plain, white shirt and black pants with his sword belted on.  Like Norlan, he appeared to be suffering from a hangover.  Marcus paused when he saw Jake and Hailyn sitting on the bed.
 
   “I am sorry if I am interrupting.”  Marcus said smoothly.  “I can come back later.”
 
   “No, please stay, Marcus.”  Hailyn said as she stood.  “I need to get back to the Temple.”  She looked down at Jake.  “Think on what I said, Jake.  I will try to see you tomorrow.”  With a nod to Marcus as she passed, she pushed the curtain aside and left the room.
 
   “What brings you by?”  Jake asked.  “You look like you could use some sleep.”
 
   Marcus shook his head slightly, rubbing his temples.  “My friends dragged me to the taverns after the celebration ended.”  He said with a weak grin.  “I don’t drink much and there seemed to be an endless supply of ale.  I feel like someone is pounding on my head with a hammer from the inside.”
 
   Jake chuckled at the description while Marcus went to retrieve the stool and move it near the foot of the bed.  He sat down, sighing contently, then turned his attention back to Jake.
 
   “I came by for two reasons.”  Marcus said quietly.  “The first is to apologize for my brother’s behavior last night.  You left before I could speak with you.”
 
   “What is his problem?”  Jake asked.  He paused, then continued when Marcus did not respond.  “I know that you two are brothers, but, really, he’s a total dick.”
 
   Marcus sat there quietly for a moment, then spoke.  “Rolas has always felt that I was a threat to his position.  He has claimed, for as long as I can remember, that our father favors me, the younger brother, over him, the rightful heir.  He believes that I am trying to undermine him and cheat him out of his inheritance.”
 
   “You would think that he would get beyond it.”  Jake said.  “You’ve been away from home for a while, right?”
 
   “Yes, but he does not see it like that.”  Marcus replied.  “He is now afraid that I have influence with the king and will use it to take my father’s title and lands when he passes.  Nothing I say makes any difference.”
 
   “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, Marcus.”  Jake said.  “Really, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Thank you, Jake.”  Marcus replied, nodding his head.
 
   “What is the second reason?”  Jake asked.
 
   “I wanted to know what the king said to you last night.”  Marcus stated directly.  “After you left, Keria went to speak with her father.  I did not hear what was said, but she was in a mood afterwards.  She would not tell me what had upset her, but I gathered it was what the king spoke with you about.”
 
   Jake considered for a moment on what to say, then sighed, shaking his head.  Marcus deserved to know.  Jake told him what the king had said, as well as what he said to the king.  Marcus simply looked at Jake once he finished, reflecting on what he just heard.
 
   After a few tense moments for Jake, Marcus spoke.  “I appreciate your honestly.  I think that Keria sees it differently, but I believe that you made the right decision.”  He held up a hand before Jake could say anything.  “I don’t say that to be cruel or to applaud my good fortune, but because I think that you have a long road ahead of you before you can return to your home.”  He paused briefly.  “I know something of being separated from home, so I am sympathetic to your plight.”
 
   He stood and came over to Jake, extending his hand.  “I seem to find myself getting further in debt to you.”  Marcus said, a smile appearing on his face.  “I would like any hard feelings that existed between us to fade away.  I accept your offer from the road and want you to consider me a friend.”
 
   Jake slowly stood and shook his hand.  “Thank you, Marcus.”  Jake said.  “Just take care of Keria.”
 
   “With my life.”  Marcus said seriously.  He tuned to leave.  “You should continue to gather your strength.”  He paused at the door, looking back.  “If you need my help for anything, send a message and I will come.”
 
   After the curtain closed behind Marcus, Jake heard a murmur of voices from the yard and glanced out the window to see who it was.  Madalin and Cherise were at the foot of the steps talking with Marcus while Norlan looked on from the door.  Jake watched as Marcus took Cherise’s hand and kissed it as he said something to her.  Jake saw Cherise absolutely glow with delight as Marcus turned to give Madalin a formal bow, Madalin with a pleased smile on her face.  Marcus does have a way with women.  I think I need to ask him for some pointers.  Jake thought sardonically.
 
   As Marcus nodded to Norlan and left, Madalin turned to go back inside.  Jake saw that she blushed slightly when she saw Norlan looking at her with his arms crossed and a cocked eyebrow and crooked smile on his face.  Madalin went to him, laying her hand on his arm and whispering something to him that made him throw back his head and laugh.  They went back inside while Cherise released Maxis from his enclosure and they ran around in the yard. 
 
   Jake, feeling a little cooped up, went outside and joined Cherise and Maxis.  The day was still cool and cloudy, which made the exercise pleasant.  He was amused by, but did grow slightly tired of, Cherise extolling the virtues of Marcus.  He was glad that he and Marcus were no longer rivals, but it sucked a bit to get reminded of what a great guy he was.  After all, Jake thought to himself, I am not all that bad a guy either.  After a while, he claimed to be tired and returned to his room.
 
   He climbed back into bed, sitting up with his back against the wall, and released his power.  He stared at the fall wall, lost in thoughts of Keria, Marcus and home.  He pondered on how he could possibly return to Earth, since everyone here seemed to be at a loss on what to do.  He lost track of time, with all of his focus inward.  Before he realized, it was late afternoon.  Without his power, he began to feel weak and was considering lying down for a nap before dinner when his door curtain pulled aside and Keria came into his room.  She stopped and stared at him, her beautiful face a mask of anger.
 
   “Keria!”  Jake exclaimed as he called up his magic, sitting up straighter.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “How could you agree with my father’s idiotic decision?!”  She snapped, her green eyes like hard emeralds.  “And without even speaking with me?”
 
   “Keria, I can see that you are upset.”  Jake said, softly and cautiously.  “I didn’t know how to tell you, but your father is right.  You will be Queen someday and I can’t be a king.”
 
   “How do you know that, Jake?”  She replied, voice softer but anger still plain on her face.  “You are the most unusual boy I have ever met.  You risked your life to save me, but you wouldn’t even argue for the chance to find out with my father.”
 
   “What could I say?”  Jake replied.  “I like you, Keria, but if a way home showed up now, I would take it.  Your father was right about that.”
 
   “Maybe you can never go home.”  Keria said.  “Have you thought of that?”
 
   “I think about it all the time.”  Jake stated angrily.  “Don’t you think I know that I may be stuck here?”
 
   “Then why not accept that and stay here with me?”  Keria said gently, stepping closer.  “You have faced down and defeated demons; surely we can find a way to make my father relent if you really wanted it.”
 
   “Look, two things.  First, I don’t know how all of the politics and noble thing works.  Second, it would not be fair to you if, out of the blue, I can go home.”  Jake said, trying to be reasonable.  “You need someone who knows the system and who will always be here.”  Jake swallowed, still not believing he was going to say this.  “Someone like Marcus.”
 
   Keria stiffened.  “So, you are just like my father; thinking that you can select someone for me without asking whether I want that person.”  She said haughtily.  Jake could see unshed tears standing in her eyes.  “I thought you would understand that I simply want to choose my own way.”  She paused, then said directly.  “I can never hate you, Jake; you risked all for me and have suffered for it.  But I don’t think I will ever forgive you for this.”  With that, she turned and marched out the door.
 
   Jake sat there, stunned and hurt.  He brought his knees to his chest, resting his arms on his legs, hands curling into fists, jaw clenching.  He stared at the far wall, trying to bore a hole in it with the anger in his heart.  This is all bullshit.  He snarled to himself.  I didn’t ask for any of this.  I can’t go home and I can’t stay here.  At least, not how I would want.
 
   He was so focused on his anger that he missed the faint voices coming from the yard.  So, he almost jumped out of his skin when the door curtain whipped back and Dominic strode into the room.
 
   “Dominic!”  Jake exclaimed, shocked to see him.  Dominic’s clothes were travel-stained, his breastplate scarred with scratches and a deep gouge, and a bandage on one arm.  He stopped at the foot of the bed, crossing his arms and looking at Jake.
 
   “You shouldn’t make a woman like that unhappy, boy.”  Dominic said in the way of a greeting, nodding towards the way Keria had gone, an amused look in his bright blue eyes.  “She can make your life a terror if she wants.”
 
   “When did you get back?”  Jake asked, his gratification at Dominic’s return overwhelming his anger and frustration.  “How did the battle go?”
 
   Dominic pulled the stool over and sat down.  “We just arrived.”  He said.  “We stopped off at the Temple first.  The girl was there and told me that you were back here.”  He looked closely at Jake, his eyes evaluating.  “I’m glad to see you up and about.  She mentioned that you could move with the assistance of your power.”
 
   “Yeah, it beats lying around, though I still get tired easily.”  Jake said.  “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “We breached the fortress easily enough.”  Dominic stated, tone matter-of fact.  “Once inside, we overwhelmed the initial force of demons and half-men, but had to start splitting off to clear the passageways and rooms.  We assigned two soldiers to every cleric; Alleon and I protected Jonas.  It took us all night and into the next day, but we were able to kill or drive off all of the demons and their followers.  The place was riddled with passageways that led to the hills, so many that fled us were able to escape.”  Dominic shook his head, clearly not happy about that.  “We did not have a large enough force to go after them.  We had lost five clerics and their escorts during the fighting.   They were killed when they were clearing rooms, separated from the main force, and cornered by the demons.”
 
   “We did find and free around a dozen captives in the dungeons.”  Dominic continued.  “They told us that there had been some in-fighting amongst the demons and many groups of the half-men had fled the fortress before we arrived.  We took the captives with us and burned anything that was of use before we left.  The clerics treated the captives and we escorted them to the local garrison fortress, where we were told that you had stopped on your way to the city.  We rested overnight, then headed back to the capital.”
 
   “Alleon has gone to the palace to inform the king.”  Dominic finished, standing up.  “I need to get Shadow and Dontas to the stables, as well as get cleaned up, but I wanted to check on you first.  I will come by tomorrow with Jonas, so he can assess your condition.”  He headed for the doorway.  “Good night, boy.”
 
   “I’m glad that you and Jonas are alright.”  Jake blurted out.  “I was worried about you.”
 
   Dominic looked back over his shoulder.  “Thank you, Jake.”  He said simply and left.
 
   …
 
   Early the next morning, with the sun barely over the horizon, the sky filled with scattered clouds and a cool breeze drifting though the garden, Hailyn raked the dirt paths that crisscrossed through the plants.  All apprentices were assigned tasks to keep up the Temple grounds.  She was grateful for the physical labor since it allowed her an opportunity to quietly reflect on things as she worked.  She especially liked spending time in the garden, enjoying the fresh scents from the plants while the birds sang from the trees overhead.  It was very peaceful and refreshing.
 
   “Hailyn!”  A voice called to her.  She looked over to see Cesila, another apprentice jogging over to her.  Cesila stopped a few feet away, panting slightly from her exertions.  “Master Jonas has requested that you come to the sanctuary now.  I will finish your work here.”
 
   Hailyn handed the rake to Cesila, brushing off some stray leaves from her robes as she walked over to the nearby doorway and entered the Temple building.  She went through the library, nodding to the clerics and apprentices studying there, and passed into the Temple proper.  She always appreciated the beauty of the Temple, the colored glass in the tall windows filling it with color during the day.  She walked down the center aisle, with the polished wooden benches on either side.  Directly ahead, she saw the large candle on the altar, its flame glowing softly.  It was always kept lit to symbolize the eternal nature of the One.  Above it was the large white banner that represented the Light of the One.
 
   She stopped briefly before the altar to give her thanks to the One, and then headed to the sanctuary door built into the wall near the altar.  The sanctuary was a small room that was sent aside for the clerics to speak with people that requested privacy.  Apprentices also were called to the sanctuary when they were to be counseled by the clerics.  She did not think she had committed any infractions, so she was not sure why she was being called.  The heavy wooden door that blocked sounds from carrying into the Temple was open.  When she paused at the door, she could hear soft voices coming from the sanctuary.
 
   “Master.”  Hailyn called into the hallway that led to the sanctuary.  “I am here.”
 
   “Come in, Hailyn, and close the door behind you.”  Jonas’ voice came back to her.
 
   She pulled the heavy door closed, having to strain a bit, and it shut with a hollow boom that echoed in the stone hallway.  As she walked down the short distance, she saw that the sanctuary was brightly lit with many candles.  When she entered the main room, she paused, surprised.  There was a long wooden table set up with a single chair sitting in the middle of the room, facing it.  Sitting behind the table were five clerics.
 
   Jonas sat in the middle chair, a welcoming smile on his face and his staff resting against the wall behind him.  Sitting to his right, Sister Silvan, her hair pulled tightly back as usual, watched Hailyn enter, her face neutral.  Silvan was in charge of the healing clinic and was second only to Jonas in healing skills.  To her right sat Brother Kethen, a portly man with calculating eyes.  Kethen did not wield the clerics’ magic, but was in charge of the Temple’s finance and business interests.
 
   To Jonas’ left was a cleric that Hailyn knew very well.  Sister Lavera was an older woman, her hair gray and face lined with age.  She also did not wield power, but she was known as a person with a steel will.  That was why she was chosen as the cleric in charge of the apprentice training.  Hailyn knew that beneath her hard exterior, Lavera was also a caring woman, always there to comfort the apprentices when they were homesick or had become overwhelmed by the training.  Sitting next to her was Brother Trence, a lean and muscular man in early middle age who was in charge of the clerics that served in the army.  He often taught the apprentices hand-to-hand combat skills, preparing them for possible military duty.
 
   “Please sit, Hailyn.”  Jonas said, gesturing to the empty chair.
 
   Hailyn went over and sat, drawing a deep breath and calming her mind.  She returned Jonas’ look, her hands folded in her lap, and waited.
 
   “I have spoken with you about how I felt you were ready to take the tests to leave the apprenticeship.”  Jonas said.  “Having watched you during the rescue of the princess, as well as Silvan’s observations from the trip back, I have decided that the time has come to test your knowledge and skills.  If we are satisfied, we will welcome you as a full cleric.”  He paused for a moment, then asked.  “Are you ready to face the tests, Hailyn?”
 
   “I am, Master.”  She replied, keeping her voice steady in spite of the sudden knot in her stomach.
 
   “Then we shall begin.”  Jonas said formally.  “Describe for us the role of the cleric in the lives of the people.”
 
   Hailyn took a deep breath before responding, focused on providing the best answer, committed to passing whatever tests would be given her.
 
   …
 
   It was mid-afternoon when Dominic and Jonas appeared at Jake’s room.  He had spent most of the day roaming the yard, playing with Maxis and sleeping.  He was sitting on his bed, inspecting his sword, when the door curtain pulled back and they walked in.
 
   “Hello, Jake.”  Jonas said, looking closely at Jake’s face.  “You look better than when I last saw you.”
 
   “I’m glad to see you, Jonas.”  Jake responded.  “I feel better with my power, but am still very weak when I don’t have it.”
 
   “Release your power and let me look at you.”  Jonas stated.
 
   Jake sat back against the wall, then released his magic, feeling his strength fade away.  He immediately felt that strange crawling sensation, this time coming very strongly from Jonas.  Jonas stepped closer, causing the sensation to increase, making it feel as if thousands of ants were swarming over Jake’s body.  When Jonas called up his power, his shining aura lighting the room, the sensation became unbearable.  Unsure what was happening and concerned for Jonas, Jake summoned his power, cutting off the sensation.  Jonas stepped back, a look of confusion on his face.
 
   “Stay back, Jonas.”  Jake said.  “You may get hurt.”
 
   “Why do you say that Jake?”  Jonas inquired.
 
   Sighing, Jake explained as best he could about his sensation and how it was strongest from the clerics.  Jake told Jonas that Hailyn had spoken with him about the risks to the clerics.  He finished by describing how his power seemed to cut off the sensation.
 
   “Interesting.”  Jonas said when Jake finished.  He stood there, watching Jake and thinking.  After a few moments, he spoke again.  “I am not sure I can find anything about this in our texts.  I believe that we will just have to try and heal you, Jake.  There is a risk there, but we will not know if we do not try.”
 
   “No, Jonas.”  Jake said stubbornly.  “I will not allow you or anyone else risk their life for me.”
 
   “Jake.”  Jonas said reassuringly.  “I am a servant of the One.  My life is in His hands.  If I am to fall helping you, then that is my fate.”  He came forward, shining brightly.
 
   “No.”  Jake stated again, lifting his sword and pulling in more of his power, ready to deflect any attempt by Jonas to use his magic on him.  “I will not let you do this.”
 
   Jonas stopped, a look of frustration on his face at the sword and Jake’s insistence.
 
   “Boy!”  Dominic said sharply, his face a mask, though his eyes seemed to shine.  “Put that down and stop acting the fool.  Jonas knows the dangers.”
 
   Jake stared back, refusing to lower his sword.  Dominic began to move forward, clearly prepared to take the sword.
 
   Suddenly, a knock sounded at the door.  Norlan stepped inside, freezing when he took in Jake and Jonas glowing in power, the sword in Jake’s hand and the look on Dominic’s face.  “I’m sorry to interrupt whatever is going on, but a messenger is here, asking for you both.”  He said cautiously.
 
   “We will discuss this later, boy.”  Dominic growled at Jake.  He motioned to Jonas and they followed Norlan out.  Standing in the yard was a soldier whose uniform indicated that he was assigned to one of the city gates.  Three horses were tied up at the fence.
 
   “Brother Jonas.  Dominic.”  The soldier greeted them, giving them each a nod of his head.  “I was sent to find you.  There is a carriage at the North Gate with several soldiers as an escort.  The captain did not recognize their armor and uniforms, so we halted them.  The Aletonian in charge requested to speak to you by name.  He asked us to tell you that Tomaris is here.”
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter8]Chapter Eight
 
   The crowd at the gate courtyard parted as Dominic and Jonas rode past, following the messenger.  As they approached the gate and were recognized, the soldiers manning the gate began to hold up traffic, clearing a path outside.  They rode over to another group of soldiers guarding a plain and unassuming carriage, one that a moderately successful merchant may own.
 
   Dominic saw the captain of the guard speaking with an armored man astride a brown horse.  His armor shone in the late afternoon sun, reflecting the golden light, standing in contrast to his dark face.  There were four other men on horseback surrounding the carriage, dressed in the same armor.  Dominic, with Jonas right behind him, rode slowly through the soldiers standing guard, who moved aside as they passed.  He came to a stop next to the captain.
 
   “Greetings, Moshanna.”  Dominic said, raising his right hand in salute.  “I did not expect to see you here.”
 
   “Greetings, Dominic.”  Moshanna Deepwood replied, returning the salute.  “Tomaris has some information that he said could not wait for messengers.”
 
   “Hello, Dominic.  Brother Jonas.”  A familiar voice called from the carriage.
 
   Dominic glanced over and saw Tomaris’ dusky and lined face as he leaned out of the carriage window.  His white hair seemed to catch the sun while his unusual purple eyes seemed to take in everything.  He gestured for Jonas to come closer.  Jonas rode over and dismounted, going to stand next to the carriage window.  The two put their heads together and spoke quietly.
 
   “Captain.”  Dominic addressed the officer.  “These men are friends and pose no threat to the city.  I will vouch for these men and Brother Jonas and I will escort them while they are in the city.  Is that sufficient to let them pass?”
 
   “Of course, Dominic.”  The officer replied, giving him a short bow.
 
   “Thank you, Captain.”  Dominic said with a nod of his head.  “Send your messenger with us so he can bring this horse back.”  The captain complied, relaying the order to the soldier.
 
   Dominic looked back towards Jonas.  “Jonas.”  He called over.  “Should we head to the Temple?”
 
   Jonas spoke with Tomaris again, and then looked at Dominic.  “No.  Go to Norlan’s.”  He motioned a solider over to take the horse he was riding.  “I will ride with Tomaris.”
 
   Dominic nodded as Jonas climbed into the carriage.  He motioned to Deepwood.  “Join me, Moshanna.”  He said politely.  “Please have the carriage and your men follow us.”  Deepwood gave the orders to his men and the driver of the carriage, then rode over next to Dominic.
 
   With the creak of leather and wood and sounds of horseshoes ringing off the paving stones, the group headed into the city.
 
   …
 
   After Jonas and Dominic had left, Jake had sheathed his sword and gone outside to walk off some of his nervous energy.  He was surprised and a bit unsettled to have faced down both Jonas and Dominic.  He also felt slightly detached and conflicted between his regard for both men and his determination to not allow Jonas to risk his life to attempt to help him.  He was wrestling with his emotions when Norlan joined him.
 
   “What was going on, Jake?”  Norlan asked quietly, concern in his voice.  “Why did you have your sword on Jonas?”
 
   “He was going to attempt to heal me, but I think if he tries, he will be seriously hurt or maybe even die.”  Jake replied, glancing around to make sure no one else was nearby.  “That is the reason he didn’t do it before.  Unless I know for sure that he won’t get hurt, I’m not going to allow him to risk healing me.”
 
   “If Jonas cannot heal you, then what will you do?”  Norlan inquired.  “You cannot stay in this state, where only your power allows you to move.”  He paused, thinking.  “I trust Jonas knows what he is about.  If he believes that there are no other option and thinks that it could work, maybe you should let him try.”  He placed a hand on Jake’s shoulder.  “You cannot decide for other what risks they will take.”
 
   “This is different, Norlan.”  Jake stated stubbornly.  “I know that Jonas is skilled in healing and thinks that he can do something for me.  But how can I live with myself if, to heal me, Jonas dies?”
 
   “I don’t have an easy answer for you, lad.”  Norlan replied, sighing heavily.  He paused, then spoke more firmly.  “If I could do something to help you, even if it meant risking my life, I would.  I know that Jonas and Dominic would do the same.  We are grown men, capable of deciding for ourselves what we will gamble our lives on.  You may just have to find a way to come to terms with that.”
 
   They walked around the yard in silence; Jake wrestling with his feelings while Norlan was seemingly content to let him.  After a couple of times around the yard, Norlan stopped.  “I know that this is a hard matter, Jake.”  He said simply.  “You risked your life to rescue Cherise and the princess.  They did not ask for it, but are grateful that you did.  Do not try to deny someone from doing the same for you.”  He patted Jake on the arm as he turned to go into the house.  “I think that your concern for Jonas’ well-being is admirable, but try to remember that, in this case, concern runs both ways.”
 
   After Norlan went back inside, Jake headed back to his room.  He sat on his bed, restless, contemplating what he should do.  What Norlan said made sense, but he could not bring himself to let Jonas die in an attempt to help him.
 
   He was sitting there, unhappily, mulling over all of the options, when there was a knock at his door.  He heard Hailyn call out from the other side.
 
   “Jake, are you in?”  She asked.
 
   “I’m here.”  He replied.  “Come in.”
 
   There was something different about Hailyn when she walked into his room.  At first, Jake could not figure out what it was.  She appeared the same, with her curly brown hair neatly done, a smile on her face and happiness shining in those golden-flaked eyes.  Like a bolt from the blue, it came to him.  She was dressed in brown clerics’ robes.
 
   “What happened, Hailyn?”  He inquired.  “Why are you in the clerics’ robes?”
 
   “I passed my tests this morning.”  Hailyn said, delight in her voice.  “I’m no longer an apprentice.”
 
   “Congratulations, Hailyn!”  Jake exclaimed, happy for her success.  “What were the tests like?  What will you do now?”
 
   Hailyn came and sat at the end of the bed.  “I faced a panel of clerics, including Jonas, who tested me on my knowledge of the teachings of the One.  After that, I was given practical exercises to complete, including healing in the clinic.  Once that was finished, I waited in the Temple.  It seemed forever, but eventually Jonas came out to tell me I had passed and welcomed me as a cleric.  After several hours of contemplation and prayer, Sister Silvan brought me my new robes.  I have spent the last couple of hours clearing my things from the apprentice quarters and moving into the clerics’ quarters.  There will be a formal ceremony in a few days, but for now, I have been given leave to rest and relax.”
 
   “As to what I will do, that will depend on Jonas.”  She continued.  “Since I am a healer, I may be sent to serve with the army or I may stay and work in the clinic at the Temple.  It is also possible that I will be sent to serve a community elsewhere in the country.”
 
   “Elsewhere?  Really?”  Jake muttered, startled, having grown so use to Hailyn being nearby.  He was surprised that the thought of Hailyn leaving hurt him more than having to say good-bye to Keria.  “That sucks.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Jake.”  Hailyn said soothingly.  “It is likely that Jonas will take your situation into consideration when making the decision.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Jake stated.  He looked at Hailyn, meeting her eyes.  “You are my closest friend here.  I don’t know what I would do without you.”
 
   “I am glad to hear that, Jake.”  Hailyn said with a smile.  “I have grown fond of you as well.”
 
   Jake smiled back, blushing slightly and cursing again that he could not seem to stay cool and collected around women.  I’m sure Marcus would have something smooth to say.  He grimaced to himself.
 
   Before he could say anything, there were sudden voices outside, then the door curtain pulled back and Dominic stepped inside, followed by Jonas.  Both had an air of anticipation about them.  To Jake, they seemed to have let the earlier confrontation slide.  “We have someone who wishes to speak with you, boy.”  Dominic said.
 
   The curtain parted again and Jake was amazed to see Tomaris come in the room.  He was dressed in the same gray robe he always wore at the Keep, that slight hunch on the shoulders visible as he walked slowly, a brown satchel hanging from his shoulder.  He looked over at Jake, those purple eyes wise and knowing, but turned to Hailyn, who was rising from the bed.  “Who is this lovely child?”  He asked, his voice rheumy like Jake remembered.
 
   “This is Hailyn, the newest cleric of the Temple.”  Jonas replied for her.  “She and Jake are good friends.”
 
   “It is good to have friends, is it not?”  Tomaris said, more a statement than a question.
 
   “Greetings, Master Tomaris.”  Hailyn said with a nod of her head.  “Jake has told me about his time with you at the Keep.”
 
   “Has he?”  Tomaris asked, sounding pleased.  “It is my pleasure to meet you, Sister Hailyn.  Perhaps we will have time to speak with each other.”
 
   Tomaris turned to Jake, coming closer, his eyes studying Jake’s condition.  “Release your power, child, so I can see what has been done to you.”  He said reassuringly.  “Jonas has told me what you did and about your condition.”
 
   “I don’t think that is a good idea.”  Jake responded.  “I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”
 
   “Fear not, Jake.”  Tomaris said with a light smile.  “There is no danger here for me.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Jake let go of his magic, weariness settling over him like a blanket, and watched as Tomaris drew near.  Jake could feel that crawling sensation radiating off all of them, most strongly from Tomaris, Jonas and Hailyn, with a weaker sensation from Dominic.  Once Tomaris stopped near him, Jake felt a sudden change.  If his condition had allowed, he would have jumped.  Unexpectedly, he could no longer feel anything from Tomaris!
 
   Jake watched, fascinated by the absence, as Tomaris closed his eyes and slowly reached out to touch his forehead.  Jake felt Tomaris’ warm, dry and papery-feeling skin, but he also felt a different sort of tingling from that touch.  He felt it spread through his body, distracting him from the other sensation.  Tomaris stayed like that for several moments, then pulled his hand away.  He opened his eyes, giving Jake a pat on the shoulder, then turned to address Jonas.
 
   “It is good that you did not try to heal Jake.”  Tomaris said.  “It is as you suspected.  Jake intertwined his life force with his power when he launched that last attack.  Had you tried to heal him, likely you would have died.”
 
   “Then is there nothing to be done?”  Jonas asked dejectedly.
 
   “If we work together, I think we can address his infirmity.”  Tomaris replied, looking down and giving Jake a reassuring smile.  “There is a risk, but it will be less than if either of us tried on our own.”  He turned back to Jonas.  “However, we must discuss what I discovered before we take that step.”
 
   “Should I remain, Master Tomaris?”  Hailyn asked, unsure of her place in this situation.
 
   “Please do, my dear.”  Tomaris said kindly.  “I believe that you should hear this.”  Hailyn nodded and sat back down at the end of the bed.
 
   Tomaris called in Deepwood, giving Jake another shock; Jake had not considered that Deepwood would be here as well.  Deepwood gave Jake a brief salute before turning to Tomaris. 
 
   “Moshanna, please make sure that no one attempts to disturb us.”  Tomaris requested.
 
   “Of course, Tomaris.”  Deepwood replied, then went back outside.
 
   Once he was outside, Tomaris’ face took on a look of concentration, gesturing towards the walls.  Jake could suddenly see a shimmering in the air, similar to heat waves coming off hot ground, cover the walls, windows and door.  Once the shimmering was complete, Tomaris pulled the stool over, sitting down and pulling his satchel to his front.
 
   “When Dominic and Jake left the Keep, I also left.”  Tomaris explained.  “I have been tracking down relics and information about our enemies since I was a young man.  Over the long years, I have heard many rumors and tales of lost artifacts, piecing together what I could to determine if the tales were real, and, when possible, retrieving these artifacts.”  He reached into his satchel and gently pulled out an ancient-looking scroll, dry and crumbling, holding it tenderly.  “I left to find this, one of the things I had feared was lost to the ages.”  He looked over at Jonas.  “This is the scroll of Arnes, telling of his visit by the Guardian.”
 
   “Arnes?!”  Jonas exclaimed, looking shocked.  “Are you sure?”  Hailyn had her hand over her mouth, her eyes looking stunned.  Even Dominic seemed taken aback.
 
   “Quite sure, Jonas.”  Tomaris stated with conviction.
 
   “Who’s Arnes?”  Jake inquired.
 
   “Arnes was the first cleric, Jake.”  Tomaris said gently.  “When the demons appeared, he came out of the wilderness, empowered with the clerics’ magic and taught it to the other clerics.  It is said that he himself was taught by the Guardian.”
 
   “Guardian?”  Jake asked, feeling lost in this conversation.
 
   “The Guardian.”  Tomaris said, looking over at Jonas.  “It is a belief of the clerics that the Creator assigned a Guardian to protect this world from the demons.”
 
   “He doesn’t seemed to have done too good of a job.”  Jake stated.
 
   “Many have thought the same, Jake.”  Tomaris said.  He lifted the scroll and began to gently unroll it.  “Here, in Arnes scroll, is the tale of the Guardian and of his failure.”  With that, he began to read.
 
   …
 
   The Guardian was wandering in the market of a city on the eastern coast, surrounded by the people who passed him by, unaware of his presence.  He was a servant of the Creator, immortal, having existed before Time itself.  He was tasked with protecting all of the people on this world, confronting his lost brothers when they sought to influence man.  They were trapped in the Darkness, but could still reach into the spiritual realm.
 
   He felt for the telltale darkening of a person’s spirit, a sign that his fallen brothers were at work.  He traveled far and wide, his senses trained to detect the disturbances in the spiritual realm, seeking to confront his enemies before they could harm those they sought to influence.  He was forbidden to compel the people of this world to do anything, though he could appear in the physical world, his true essence hidden, offering counsel and advice.
 
   He was enjoying the life and vitality of the marketplace, listening to the people haggle, argue and laugh.  Suddenly, an overpowering spiritual disturbance staggered him, dark waves of evil sweeping over him.  He caught himself and tried to calm the sudden trickle of fear that sprang up inside him.  He had never felt anything like it before.  Still, he was the Guardian of this world, chosen by the Creator, and he must confront whatever had just happened.  He easily located its origin, radiating malevolence like an open wound, and stepped out of reality and moved to that spot.
 
   As he appeared at the point of the disturbance, he was astonished for a second time.  He saw a tear in the fabric of reality itself.  This tear existed in both the spiritual and physical realm.  He would have to heal this tear in both realms, so he stepped out of the spiritual realm and became flesh on the physical plane.  He was tall and powerful in his physical form, clothed in shining armor, his breastplate carved with intricate runes.  He found himself in a sparsely wooded area, the trees that were standing appeared stunted, the ground littered with rocks and boulders.
 
   In the physical world, the tear appeared as a large, rotating vortex, wedged between two large boulders, the edges lined with red fire and at the center the darkest black.  He could feel the strength of the tear and drew his sword.  The sword, created and given into his hands by the Creator, was filled with the Light.  This gave the Guardian more power than he had in himself.  The sword flared brilliantly as he drew it, rivaling the sun in the sky, its power filling him.  He studied the tear for several moments before moving forward.  He would close it quickly and then repair the damage in the spiritual realm.
 
   As he began moving towards the tear, a voice rose behind him, chillingly familiar.  He spun, eyes widening as he saw him standing there.  It was his former brother, the one whom he had been closest to, both emotionally and in power, in that period before Creation.  He had fallen into Darkness, but was somehow standing on this world.  They had fought bitterly during the rebellion, each striving to destroy the other.  There were some physical alterations from his time in the Darkness, but it was he.  That is impossible.  The Guardian thought, stunned.
 
   “So, it is you.”  His fallen brother said with satisfaction, a twisted and cruel smile on his face.  “I thought I had felt your presence on this world.”
 
   “I do not know how you escaped your prison, but you will find that your release is short-lived.”  The Guardian said, moving towards, sword ready, confident in his power.
 
   “That would be true, if I had come alone.”  The demon laughed.  He gestured and from hiding places amongst the rocks more demons appeared.  Their shapes and appearances had been altered from the long eons spent in the Darkness.  They spread out and surrounded the Guardian.  He recognized several of the strongest by their essence, including Creatos and Helvan.  Those two began to organize the lesser brothers near them.
 
   “This world will be ours, Guardian.”  The demon lord taunted.  “You cannot stand against us.”
 
   “I am a servant of the Creator, entrusted to defend this world.”  The Guardian bravely stated.  “You will find that I am not easily defeated.”  With that, he surged forward, sword moving.
 
   Calling for the others to attack, the demon lord sent a blistering streak of dark fire towards him, which the Guardian extinguished with his might.  He was closing with the demon lord when he was struck on all sides by the demons’ powers.  He was buffeted by that assault, but overcame it, his form and sword now blindingly bright, shining with the purest white light.  He lashed out at the closest demons, his power burning into them, several of the weaker ones exploding into ash.
 
   He continued trying to get within striking distance to use his sword, but the demons were moving, shifting positions, while continuing to rock him with attacks.  He felt some of the dark energy slip past his defenses, burning his skin.  He grimaced at the sudden pain, something that he had not felt since the rebellion against the Creator.
 
   He was surrounded on all sides now, a shining island in a sea of dark fire.  Needing to protect himself, he was unable to bring his full might to bear, damaging some of the demons, but unable to destroy enough to make a difference.  He was still developing a plan of attack when the demons changed tactics.
 
   He was unable to move fast enough when several demons threw themselves against him physically.  They pulled at him, trying to bring him down despite the pain that his power caused them, their claws scoring his armor.  He was able to throw off his attackers, his sword swinging and catching them, destroying them with flares of Light.
 
   Now the more powerful demons charged him, their fire slamming into him as they closed the distance.  He could not avoid Creatos and the demon lord as they crashed into him, rocking him with blows while the other demons kept up a constant bombardment of dark fire.  He sent a flare of power into them, causing pain, but not enough to dislodge them.  Calling forth his last reservoir of strength, he succeeded in throwing off Creatos, but the demon lord seized his hand holding the sword, ignoring the pain the sword caused, and twisted, wrenching the sword from his hand.
 
   The sword fell to the ground, its Light suddenly extinguished.  The Guardian attempted to retrieve it, but was forced back by the demons’ might, their power burning past his defenses.  Without his sword, he knew that he could never defeat this many of his fallen brothers and would fall, leaving the people of this world unguarded.  With a cry of frustration and pain, he sent a blast of power into his enemies, gaining a measure of space, and translated out of the physical plane and fled.
 
   …
 
   Tomaris carefully set the scroll down on his lap.  The room was quiet as they all contemplated what they had just heard.  After several moments of reflection, Tomaris spoke again.
 
   “The scroll goes on to say that, after his defeat, the Guardian appeared to Arnes, who was living alone in a cave, and showed him how to access the clerics’ power.  He explained its uses and bid him to go out and bring others to the service of the One.”  He paused, then said.  “Further, it states that the Guardian would continue to oppose the demons as he could, but without his sword, he could not directly confront them or heal the tear.  There is a mention that he must continue to hide his presence to prevent the demons from tracking him down and destroying him.”
 
   “Why didn’t the One simply banish the demons?”  Jake asked.  “That would seem to be the easiest way to take care of this.  That would have prevented a thousand years of chaos.”
 
   “I certainly do not know the mind of the Creator, Jake.”  Tomaris said with a soft chuckle.  “We have to assume that there is a reason for all things, even if we can’t understand why.”
 
   “Also, consider that our lives are but like flashes of light in the broad sweep of time.”  Tomaris said more seriously.  “You are young and I am sure that the time to reach your age seems to have taken a long time, but at my age, that period of my own life seems but a brief moment.  Can you imagine what a thousand years would be to an immortal creature that existed before the creation of time?  Likely, those long years seem but what a few minutes would be to us.”
 
   “Now that we know this, Tomaris, what do we do with it?”  Dominic asked.  “You did not simply come here to give us a history lesson.”
 
   “You are correct, Dominic.”  Tomaris replied.  “I think I have found a way that we can help Jake return to his world and gain another weapon in our fight against our enemies.”  He paused, looking at each of them, appearing to gauge what reaction his words would bring.  “I believe that we must find and recover the Guardian’s sword.”
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter9]Chapter Nine
 
   “Are you mad, Tomaris?”  Dominic asked, voice deathly quiet.  “How can we accomplish something that the Guardian cannot do?”
 
   “I am sane I assure you, Dominic.”  Tomaris replied evenly, taking no offence.  “I still don’t understand how Jake was brought here, other than it took someone or something with great power.  Even if I solve that puzzle, I lack the strength to even attempt to return Jake to his world.  The sword is a source of great power.  With it, I believe that we stand the greatest chance to be successful in helping Jake, as well as having a mighty weapon to wield against our enemies.  If we were to succeed, perhaps the Guardian himself would appear, sending Jake to his home and closing the tear.”
 
   He paused for a moment.  “Also, it may be a mad idea, as you suggest, but I doubt that our enemies even dare to believe that we would make the attempt.  What are we compared to the Guardian?  That may give us the edge we need to be successful.”
 
   “Where is the sword, then?”  Dominic demanded.  “Why have you not seized it before, if it can be done?”
 
   “I do not know the exact location of the sword.”  Tomaris admitted.  He held up his hands when everyone, shocked and in disbelief, began to protest.  After it quieted, he continued.  “I am confidant that we can locate it, but it will take courage and determination.  When I was a younger man, I heard many stories of a powerful object that the demons protected.  I tracked down those leads and found clues that now indicate to me that the object of those stories is the sword.  The demons cannot touch or use the sword as it is an anathema to them, but they protect it to keep it from the Guardian.  I was never able to find it or I would have attempted to take it; it is moved from time to time.”
 
   “What I propose is dangerous, with a small chance of success, but the reward is great.”  He looked at Dominic.  “I know that you have small regard for your own safety, but are you willing to risk your life for a chance to send Jake back to his proper world?”
 
   “I would risk it, as long as it is not a fool’s errand.”  Dominic replied directly, face neutral and arms crossed.
 
   Tomaris nodded and turned to Jake.  “Jake, are you willing to face danger and hardship in an effort to find a way home?”  He asked, watching him closely.
 
   “I would, if I wasn’t in this condition.”  Jake stated.
 
   Tomaris sat silent for a while, studying Jake and thinking.  “I believe that, with Jonas’ assistance, I can help you with that.  However, I think that we can use your current condition to aid us.”
 
   “Do you still believe that the demons have spies in the city, as you mentioned in your letter, Jonas?”  Tomaris asked.
 
   “I do.”  Jonas replied.  “We know that their attack was directed at Jake.  They knew of him, where he lived and with whom he associated.  They could only know that if someone in the city was providing that information.”  He absently scratched his beard.  “Also, the attack on the princess was meant to draw Jake out.  Someone had to know the schedule of her travels and that would only come from the palace.”
 
   “Let us use this to our advantage.”  Tomaris said.  “We will let it be known that I am taking Jake back to the Keep to study his condition.  Once we are safely away, we can send him off in search for the sword.”
 
   “Surely you do not intend to send Jake off by himself?”  Jonas asked, incredulous.
 
   “No.”  Tomaris replied.  “He will need someone who knows something of the world and can help guide him.”
 
   “I will go.”  Dominic said.  “I will protect him.”
 
   “No, not you, Dominic.”  Tomaris disagreed.  “You are too well known and if our enemies see a young man with you, they will know who that is and realize our ruse.”  He continued more gently.  “You will search for the sword, but not in the way you may think.”
 
   “Who then, if not me?”  Dominic demanded.
 
   Tomaris looked over at Hailyn and nodded.
 
   “Absolutely not!”  Jonas interjected.  “She has just barely passed her tests.  If a cleric is needed, then I will go.”
 
   “No, friend Jonas.”  Tomaris said kindly.  “You are as well known as Dominic.  Your presence would draw unnecessary attention.”  He looked at Jonas with a measure of sadness in his eyes.  “Also, I sometime have glimpses of what may be.  In these visions, I have seen that you will be needed here.  If you are not present, then terrible things will happen.”
 
    “Then, I will find another cleric to go with Jake.”  Jonas replied, frustration evident on his face.  “Hailyn is not ready.”
 
   “Jake will need someone that he trusts and can rely on.”  Tomaris responded.  “Can you find a cleric who will care more for Jake than this beautiful child does?”
 
   Jonas was quiet, his jaw clenching as he thought of how to respond.  In that silence, Dominic spoke.
 
   “She is a cleric now, Jonas.”  He said directly.  “She may be young, but she is a skilled healer, level-headed and brave.  The boy and her get along, which is important on long missions.  She seems the best choice.”
 
   He turned to Hailyn.  “Will you go with Jake, girl?  Knowing the risks and the small chance of success?”  Dominic asked.
 
   Hailyn straightened and responded.  “I will, Dominic.”  She looked over at Jonas.  “If Brother Jonas allows it.”
 
   Jonas struggled with his emotions; he saw both the longing and the fear of being left behind in her eyes.  He knew of her feelings, but he thought of her almost like a daughter; he was closer to her than any of the other apprentices in the Temple.  He wrestled with his desire to protect her and realization that Dom was right.  Saying a silent prayer for strength, he tried to believe that he was doing the right thing.
 
   “Hailyn will go.”  He said reluctantly.  “As Dom said, she appears to be the best choice.”  He put a hand on her shoulder, trying to ignore the look of relief on her face.  “She is a cleric of the One and we must trust in His grace to keep them both safe.”
 
   “We still face a choice.”  Tomaris said.  “From what I have been able to piece together, I believe that the sword is in one of two locations.  While it is imprecise and the true location unknown, one set of clues points to the north, somewhere in Beragan, while the other suggests it is in the far south of Aletonia, near the Southern Wilds.  What I propose is that we send Jake and Hailyn to the north while Dominic will accompany Moshanna to the south.  Moshanna is from Aletonia, so he can assist Dominic.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we send some soldiers or other clerics along with them?”  Jonas asked.  “While Dom can usually take care of himself, demons likely guard these sites and only clerics can succeed there.”
 
   “Stealth will be key to this quest, Jonas.”  Tomaris replied.  “Too large a group and it will attract attention.  Also, neither country is likely to welcome Sanduan soldiers roaming inside their borders.”  He thought for a moment.  “While Jake and Hailyn have the power to stand against the demons, Dominic and Moshanna will need some magic on their side.”
 
   “What do you propose then?”  Jonas queried.
 
   “Can you find a cleric around Jake’s size?”  Tomaris responded.  “One that is strong in his power?”  
 
   Jonas thought it over, and then nodded.  “I know a cleric that I trust to do this.”
 
   “Then you will announce that Hailyn and this other cleric are going on a mission to the clerics of Beragan and they will accompany us when we head back to the Keep.”  Tomaris stated.  “Once we get to the crossroads, we will dress Jake in the cleric’s robes and send them north.  The cleric will act as Jake’s double until we reach the Keep, then he can accompany Dominic south.  Dominic’s presence with my party is obvious, as he is known as Jake’s protector, and will reinforce the idea that Jake is at the Keep.”
 
    “Remember, we must keep this plan secret.”  Tomaris cautioned.  “If our true purpose is known, then the demons will move the sword or reinforce their positions.”
 
   “Are we agreed?”  He asked.  Dominic gave a curt nod while Jonas did so reluctantly.  Hailyn looked at Jake and they both indicated yes.
 
   “Now, it has been a long day.  I am old and travel is not as pleasurable as it once was.”  Tomaris said.  “We will use tomorrow to prepare for the journey, then Jonas and I will return tomorrow night to heal Jake.  We can depart early the next morning.”
 
   “Come to the Temple, Tomaris.”  Jonas said, heading to the door.  “We have room for you and your men.”
 
   “Thank you, friend Jonas.”  Tomaris responded.  “Your hospitality is much appreciated.”  He looked back towards Jake.
 
   “If you allow me a private moment with Jake?”  Tomaris requested. 
 
   “We will wait outside.”  Jonas said and he left, followed by Dominic and Hailyn.
 
   “Child, this is a dangerous undertaking.”  Tomaris began.  “If I was younger and could endure the physical demands of this quest, I would accompany you.  Since I cannot, you must rely on your strength and power.  Even if you remain undetected, you may still face challenges that will test you to your limits.  Remember what you are trying to accomplish and have faith in yourself.”
 
   “However, you must learn to control your fear.”  He continued.  “I believe that your fear is what triggered the intertwining of your life force with your power.  Jonas told me of what happened that caused you to touch that force.  Both times it sounded as if you were frightened enough that the fear overwhelmed you.  I know that Dominic has tried to train you to keep fighting even when afraid.  That control is the same with your power.”
 
   “I admit I was scared out of my mind, but all I did was try to gain more power.  I didn’t do anything different.”  Jake stated, looking down at his hands, seeing the unnatural paleness.  “I still don’t understand what you and Jonas mean by my life force.”
 
   “Your life force is that which animates your physical body.”  Tomaris explained.  “I have told you that man is a creature of two worlds, the physical and spiritual.  The life force is a gift of Light from the Creator that provides the energy that powers your body while binding your spirit to your mortal form.  But you should know that it is a finite resource.  As we age, it slowly dissipates, causing the body to weaken and that spiritual binding to become frayed.  Once it is exhausted, the body dies, the bond disappears and our spirits returns to the Creator.”
 
   “In some way, you are able to tap into it.”  He continued.  “Since it is pure Light, it is very powerful against the forces of Darkness.  But, as you know, there is a cost for using it.  If you use too much, then you will die.”
 
   “You have been lucky so far.”  Tomaris stated.  “In the first instance, you had Jonas nearby to succor you.  You had your friends to bring you out the second time.  I will be able to help you now, but once you only have Hailyn with you, a third use may mean that either you or she will die.  That is why I urge you to gain control of your fear since fear is the trigger.  I will not say that you may not face a situation where that use will be required to defeat your foes, but if you use it, know that it will likely kill you.”
 
   “How do I keep from using it, then?”  Jake asked.  “Controlling fear is easier said than done.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I cannot help you there.  Only you can control your fear, Jake.”  Tomaris said understandingly.  “You must hold onto courage and calmness in the face of danger.  Keep in the forefront of your mind something like home, or perhaps someone special, that would be lost if you cannot control your fear and are killed.”
 
   Tomaris rose to leave.  “If you wish to say farewell to your friends here, I would encourage you to do that.”  He said kindly, eyes compassionate.  “Your fate is unclear, but whatever results this quest brings, it is unlikely that you will return.”  With that, he turned and left.
 
   Jake released his magic, sagging against the wall, and thought about all that had been said.  His emotions were jumbled and conflicting.  He felt excited, nervous and sad at the thought of leaving, but was troubled by the ribbon of fear that twisted in his mind as he contemplated embarking on a quest that would be full of dangers.
 
   …
 
   The next day passed quickly for Jake.  Knowing that he may never see them again, he got up early and went with Norlan to the smithy to spend some time with Dern and Almos.  The walk was tiring, but he tried to stay engaged for their sake.  He spent a couple of hours talking with them, catching up on all that happened since he left.  When Norlan suggested that he go back to the house, he said his goodbyes, politely telling them that he would try to return after he finishes at the Keep, keeping the finality of his departure to himself.  They had been good friends to him when he needed friends, so it was a slow and sad walk back to the house.
 
   He then spent the rest of the day with Cherise and Madalin.  They had been told that he was returning to the Keep so Tomaris could find a way to heal him.  They paid close attention to him, fussing over him really, and already teary-eyed regarding his departure.  Jake tried to put on a brave face, not wanting them to worry.
 
   When Norlan returned in the early evening, Dominic was with him.  Jake noticed that he had a different breastplate on, one that looked like his old one.  Jake asked him about it.
 
   “You have a good eye, boy.”  Dominic replied.  “This is my old armor.  I recovered it after we had cleared the demons’ fortress.  It was custom-made for me and I wanted to see if Norlan could pound out the dent and fix the straps.  I had gone to the smithy this morning, arriving shortly after you left, hoping that something could be done.  We were discussing it when Jonas and Tomaris arrived at the smithy.  I am not sure what he did, but with Tomaris’ help, Norlan was able to repair it.”
 
   “I think the old man used some magic.”  Norlan stated, scratching his head.  “Reheating forged metal is tricky; done incorrectly, it can ruin the strength of the metal.  I did not think that I could possibly get it done before tomorrow.  When Tomaris said he could help me with it, I was skeptical.  But he did something, standing there with his eyes closed, for the metal seemed to become almost like clay.  I was able to repair it and it cooled quickly, quicker than it should have.  Dern and Almos made the new straps while I worked.”  He shook his head in wonder.  “I would swear that the steel is as strong as it ever was.”  He barked a short laugh.  “If I could hire him, I would make a fortune.”
 
   “We’ll find out how well it is done when it has to stop the first arrow or sword thrust.”  Dominic said sardonically.  “But I am glad to have proper fitting armor again.”
 
   Dominic accepted Madalin’s invitation to stay for dinner.  While Jake and Cherise played with Maxis, Norlan and Dominic sat on the porch benches, talking quietly.  With the daylight fading in the west, Tomaris’ carriage appeared at the gate.  Jonas and Tomaris stepped down and entered the yard.  Maxis ran over to Tomaris, stopping and sniffing him, shaking his head as if he could not understand the scent.  Tomaris smiled down at the dog and petted him.  When Jonas and Tomaris joined the other men on the benches, Jake was surprised that Maxis lay down and studied Tomaris, appearing to be puzzling out who he was.
 
   Madalin came out, seeing the newcomers and asking if they would like to join them for dinner.  When Jonas agreed, she called Cherise inside to help her.  Jake sat down next to Dominic, absently listening as the men made small talk about the weather and the going-ons of the city.
 
   The meal was delicious as usual.  Once they finished eating, Dominic departed to finish gathering supplies for the trip.  As he left, he told Jake that Hailyn would take Dontas as her mount on the way to the Keep.
 
   “I think Jake should pack and get some rest.”  Jonas said gently as he stood.  “They will be leaving early in the morning.”  He looked at Norlan and Madalin.  “Tomaris and I need to speak to Jake about some aspects of his condition.  We will accompany him to his room to discuss it privately.”
 
   Night had settled over the city as they crossed the patio.  Once they were inside Jake’s room, Tomaris again created that shimmering of air to safeguard the room.  Satisfied, he turned to Jake.  “Lie down and release your magic, child.  We are going to try to heal you now.”
 
   Jake complied, stretching out on the bed and letting go of his power.  He immediately felt that strange crawling sensation radiating from the two men.  As before, the sensation suddenly ceased from Tomaris as he approached Jake.
 
   “Jonas.”  Tomaris said.  “What I need for you to do is surround Jake and I with your power, as much as you can wield.  You do not need to do anything, but be prepared for me to draw on it.  Do you understand?”
 
   “I understand.”  Jonas said, his form shining brightly as he called up his power.
 
   “Close you eyes and relax, child.”  Tomaris said gently as he sat down next to Jake.  His eyes took on a far-away look as he laid his hand on Jake’s forehead.  “Now, Jonas.”
 
   Jonas sent his magic to surround the two, drawing as much as he could through his staff, dazzling the air.  He watched as the two remained encased in his power.  Suddenly, the air around the two flared into a brilliant white light, almost blinding in intensity, overwhelming his own light.  Jonas felt his power suddenly rushing through him, unable to stop the flow as it swirled around Jake and Tomaris.  He held on, serving as a conduit of power, the magic sweeping through him like a river of Light.
 
   As quickly as it began, the light disappeared and the pull of his magic stopped, leaving Jonas panting and a bit light-headed.  Tomaris fell back, stumbling off the bed and slipping onto the floor, the wall preventing him from collapsing completely.  Jonas moved to him when he saw blood flowing from his nose and his eyes seemed unfocused.  Jonas knelt and sent his magic into him, soothing waves of healing.
 
   Tomaris blinked, rousing, and shook his head.  “Thank you, friend Jonas.”  He said wearily.  “I fear that I misjudged what was needed to heal Jake.”
 
   Jonas looked over to see Jake sit up, his hair without a trace of white, his body and complexion normal.  He breathed a sigh of relief, then reached over and sent a probe of magic into Jake, assessing his condition.  Jonas let his power go when he knew that Jake was healed.
 
   “That was not something I want to do again.”  Jake said.  “I can’t really describe it, but it wasn’t exactly pleasant.”  He shook his head and looked over to Tomaris, seeing the blood.  “Are you alright?”  He asked hurriedly.
 
   “I am fine, child.”  Tomaris replied.  He pushed himself to his feet, swaying slightly.  “However, I do need sleep to recover fully.”
 
   “We will go back to the Temple.”  Jonas said.  “I will make sure that you are not disturbed.”
 
   Tomaris nodded and looked back at Jake.  “Do you have a cloak or something that can hide your face?”  Tomaris asked Jake.
 
   “I have my hoodie.”  Jake replied, confused.
 
   “That will work for tonight.”  Tomaris stated.  “If you need to leave this room, use it and your power.  Remember that you are supposed to be in your previous condition.  If Jonas is right about the spies, then you must continue to act as if you are infirm until we are safely away.”
 
   “I understand.”  Jake said.
 
   “I will tell Norlan and Madalin that you should be left alone tonight.”  Jonas said.  “You will have a chance to say goodbye in the morning.  I will also make sure you have a hooded cloak tomorrow.”
 
   “You should say your farewells now.”  Tomaris said quietly to them both.  “You cannot have any contact in the morning.  I will wait for you outside, Jonas.”  He held onto the doorframe as he slowly departed, the door curtain closing behind him.
 
   “Jonas, I cannot begin to thank you for everything you have done for me.”  Jake began, trying to clear his throat, feeling it tighten.  “You made me feel welcome, set me up with Norlan and Madalin, and have been here for me when I needed you.”  He paused, voice breaking slightly.  “I will never forget you.”
 
   “I will not forget you as well, Jake.”  Jonas said, pulling Jake into a hug.  “I have given thanks to the One that you came to us.  I now pray that you will be successful and return safely to your home and family.”
 
   Jake returned the hug for a moment, then Jonas released him.  “Take care of Hailyn and keep her safe, Jake.”  Jonas said seriously, eyes shining from unshed tears.
 
   “I will do my best.”  Jake replied.
 
   Patting Jake on the shoulder for the last time, Jonas turned and followed Tomaris out.
 
   Jake sat down, feeling the sense of loss already.  He went through the pain of being separated from his family and friends when he arrived and was now facing the same with his new friends.  Dwelling on it is not going to help.  He told himself.  Get up and do something.
 
   He stood up, relishing his new strength, grabbed his saddlebags and began to pack.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter10]Chapter Ten
 
   Jake was awake, dressed in his armor and sword, when Dominic strode into his room.  It was still dark outside, an hour or so before sunrise.  He had not slept much the night before, tossing and turning as his mind raced with imagined possibilities and dangers.  Despite his recovery, he was nervous as he knew that confrontations with the demons and half-men lay ahead of him.  After the battle with Creatos, he felt pretty confidant that he had the power to withstand most demons one-on-one.  However, it was a near impossibility that the Guardian’s sword would be guarded by only one demon.  How he and Hailyn could locate and safely gain access to it troubled him throughout the night.  Hopefully, Tomaris would have further instructions to assist them.
 
   He was also somewhat anxious about traveling with Hailyn.  They were close, but he had never actually spent that much time alone with a girl before.  They would be on their own, trying to stay out of sight for the most part.  That meant sharing a camp, likely a small one, and dealing with their bodily needs along the way.  He just hoped that he would not embarrass himself.
 
   “Are you ready, boy?”  Dominic said as he tossed a cloak with a hood towards him.  “Jonas was granted leave by the king to have the gate opened to allow us to leave before the sun rises.”
 
   Jake hurriedly put the cloak on over his armor as Dominic picked up his saddlebags.  “Remember, you are supposed to be weakened.”  He said as he slung them over his shoulder.  “Pull up the hood and walk slow.”  Dominic turned and left.
 
   Jake called up his magic as he pulled the hood over his head, his form shining brightly, bathing the room in an azure light.  He slowly turned, trying to etch the room into his memory.  It had been a good place to stay, as close to a home as he would have here.  Sighing, he tried to shrug off the slight melancholy that descended on him, straightened his shoulders and went outside.
 
   Looking across the yard, he saw Tomaris’ carriage on the other side of the gate, lighted by the torches in his soldiers’ hands.  Dominic was in front of the carriage, already astride Shadow, speaking quietly with Deepwood.  As he slowly made his way towards the carriage, he saw Hailyn sitting on Dontas, her gaze on him.  She was dressed in brown leggings and boots, with a cowled robe, belted at the waist, which only extended to mid-thigh to allow her legs more freedom of movement.  Next to her was a similarly dressed male cleric, who looked to be in his mid-twenties, with medium-length dark hair and an easy smile on his face, sitting comfortably on a chestnut-colored horse.
 
   Inside the fence, near the gate, he observed Tomaris and Jonas talking quietly with Norlan, Madalin and Cherise.  He felt a pang of loss as he made his way towards them.  These people had sheltered him, cared for him, and acted as a surrogate family for him.  Now he was leaving, likely to never return.  He was not sure what he could say that would adequately convey his feelings towards them.
 
   Making sure that his face was as deep in the cowl as possible, he stopped next to them.  He could see the tears in Madalin and Cherise’s eyes, holding each other’s hand.  Norlan was standing next to Madalin, his arm around her shoulders, trying to be stoic, eyes dry, but Jake knew that was an act.
 
   “Good morning, Jake.”  Jonas said with a nod of his head.  “I wish that I could do more for you, but I believe that Tomaris is the person best able to figure out how to help you.”
 
   “I know that, Jonas.”  Jake replied, going along with the deception.  “You have done more for me than I deserve.”
 
   “It has been my honor to do so, Jake.”  Jonas said.  He raised his hand and spoke again, voice gentle with an undercurrent of suppressed emotion.  “We must now say farewell.  May the blessings of the One go with you, Jake, and may He grant you a way home.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Jake responded.
 
   Jake turned to the family, feeling his throat going tight.  Norlan came up to him and pulled him into an almost crushing embrace.  “I will miss you, Jake.”  He said in a tight whisper.  “I also hope you find a way home, but if not, return here, for this is your home as well.”  After another few moments, Norlan released him.
 
   Madalin threw her arms around him, pulling him close.  “Our love goes with you, Jake.”  She said, voice cracking.  “Stay safe and write if you can.  Do not forget us.”
 
   “Never, Madalin.”  Jake said softly.  “I will never forget what you have done for me.  I only wish I had a way to repay your kindness.”
 
   “No payment will ever be necessary, Jake.”  Madalin said as she leaned in and kissed his cheek.  Jake kept his head down, hoping that she would not notice his true condition.
 
   Once Madalin let go, Cherise came in and hugged him, crying softly.  “I wish you could stay.”  She sobbed.  “I feel better, safer, when you are here.”
 
   “I wish I could.”  Jake said, hugging her tightly.  Amid his roiling emotions, a thought occurred to him.  “If you ever need someone to protect you, ask for Marcus and tell him I said that he should watch over you.  I am sure he will.”  Jake felt her nod.
 
   “I’ll miss you.”  Cherise said brokenly, releasing him, then turned and threw herself into her mother’s arms, weeping.
 
   Before his emotions got the best of him, he turned to Tomaris.  “I’m ready if you are.”  He said, voice catching in his throat.
 
   “Yes, child.  We should get started.”  Tomaris said, then turned to the family.  “Allay your worries.  I will do everything I can to protect and assist Jake.”  He said compassionately.  “Do not fear for his safety while he is with me.”  Norlan gave a stiff nod of his head, while holding onto his wife and daughter.
 
   “Join me in the carriage, Jake.”  Tomaris said as he headed for the gate, Jonas at his side.  “It is time.”
 
   With one last long gaze at the family, Jake turned and followed Tomaris.  He waited while Jonas helped Tomaris into the carriage, then made to follow.  As he grabbed the handle to pull himself into the carriage, the sound of horses approaching made him pause.  He was surprised to see Marcus ride up, flanked by two men in Royal Guard armor.  Marcus dismounted and approached him.
 
   “I just heard that you are departing.”  He said as he stopped in front of Jake.  “I wished to say farewell.”
 
   “Thank you, Marcus.”  Jake said.  He glanced over at Cherise.  “Will you do me a favor?”
 
   “Just ask.”  Marcus replied.
 
   “Watch over Norlan and his family for me, especially Cherise.”  Jake said quietly.  “They have been through a lot because of me.  I will feel better if I know you are protecting them.”
 
   “It will be my honor, Jake.  Nothing will harm them while I live.”  Marcus answered.  He paused.  “Do you not plan to return?”
 
   “I don’t know what will happen.”  Jake said truthfully.  “I have to assume that I will not.”
 
   “It is better to expect the worse.”  Marcus agreed.  “Always keep that in mind while you are on the road.”  He held out his hand.  “May your journey be successful.”
 
   Jake took it.  “I’m glad we became friends, or at least not enemies.”
 
   Marcus nodded, looking at Jake’s face.  Jake saw his eyes widen slightly and his grip become firmer, pulling Jake a bit closer.  He saw and now he knows.  Jake thought, dismayed.
 
   Jake leaned close.  “You cannot tell anyone, Marcus.  Not Keria or even Norlan.”  He whispered urgently.  “Only Jonas knows.”
 
   “I will keep your secret, Jake.”  Marcus said quickly and quietly.  “I take it that you have other plans than what was announced?”
 
   “Yes.”  Jake responded, glancing around.  “I can’t say anything more.”
 
   “Fair enough.”  Marcus said.  “May you find success in your quest, whatever that may be.”  He released Jake’s hand.  “Do not worry about Norlan and his family.  I will keep them safe.”
 
   “Thanks, Marcus.”  Jake said.
 
   Marcus turned and headed back to his horse.  Once he was back in the saddle, he gave Jake a final salute, and then he and his companions rode off.  Jake motioned Jonas over.
 
   “What is it?”  Jonas asked softly.
 
   “Marcus saw my face and knows that I’m not going to be healed.”  Jake said.  “He promised to keep it secret.”
 
   Jonas mulled it over.  “I will make sure of that.”  He said firmly and resolutely.
 
   “I trust him.”  Jake stated quickly.  “He will keep his promise.”
 
   “Of course.”  Jonas said absently.  He motioned for Jake to climb into the carriage.  “You need to be off.”
 
   Nodding, Jake climbed into the carriage.  With a final wave to Jonas and the family through the window, Jake turned ahead and the quest for the Guardian’s sword began.
 
   …
 
   The party rode throughout the day, only stopping briefly to feed and water the horses.  Like Dominic and he had done, they stopped at the North Reach waystation as the sun was setting.  The ride in the carriage had been quiet for the most part, with Jake’s thoughts on those back in Sanduas and Tomaris sitting there silent, his eyes closed, seemingly content to wait for Jake.
 
   At the waystation, Jake was forced to play the invalid again, shining in power while keeping his hood up.  He made a show of it, making his way slowly through the dining hall to the room he was sharing with Dominic.  Dominic brought him his dinner, then went back to join the rest in the hall.  Jake ate in silence, anxious now to be on his way, so he could be free of this masquerade.
 
   He was lying on his bed, his thoughts focused on what was coming, when Dominic returned.  He sat up when the door opened, then sank back down when he saw it was Dominic.
 
   “What’s on your mind, boy?”  Dominic asked, seeing the look of concern on Jake’s face.
 
   “I’m just thinking about what I have to do.  I don’t want to screw up.”  Jake replied.  He looked up at Dominic.  “I’m also a little scared, to be honest.”
 
   “That is good to hear.”  Dominic said.  “If you were not afraid, I would be worried.”  He sat down on his bed.  “Control that fear, but keep it in the back of your mind; it will make you cautious.  When you confront obstacles in your journey, just remember your lessons and react accordingly.”
 
   “But, what if-.“  Jake began, but Dominic cut him off.
 
   “Leave over the ‘what ifs’, boy.”  He said.  “Thinking on it does no good.  What will happen, will happen.  You simply need to stay focused and be prepared to deal with what comes.”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say.”  Jake retorted.  “You have a lot more experience with stuff like this.”
 
   “And how did I gain that experience?”  Dominic asked rhetorically.  “By trial and error, like all good lessons.  You learned from the bruises on how to properly defend yourself with a sword.  You faced demons with your power, despite your fear, learning how to fight them.  You will learn your way through this as well.”  He snorted.  “Also, you have the girl to keep you out of trouble.”
 
   “Do you think we have a chance?”  Jake asked quietly.
 
   “Tomaris believes it to be so and, so far, I have been given no reason to doubt his judgment.”  Dominic replied.  “There is danger ahead, even great danger, but the reward may be a way for you to return home.  Only you can decide what you will risk to accomplish that.”
 
   “I just wish I had a better idea of what to expect.”  Jake said.
 
   “Then, when we are on the road, ask Tomaris if he has anything more to say other than what he has told us.”  Dominic responded.  “I’m sure he will have some advice for you.”  He leaned over to blow out the candles.  “Now, get some sleep.”
 
   As they continued their journey the next day, Jake decided to follow Dominic’s advice.  He asked Tomaris if he could tell him anything else more on what he had planned.
 
   “When we camp near the crossroads tonight, you will trade places with the young cleric.”  He told Jake, eyes knowing and sympathetic.  “In the morning, you, dressed as a cleric, and Hailyn will continue north towards Beragan.  Jonas has provided a letter of introduction to the Chief Cleric of Beragan that will give you passage to Dunanty, the capital of Beragan.”  He reached into his robes and pulled out a small piece of parchment, handing it to Jake.  Jake took it and saw several runes on the paper.  Confused, he looked over at Tomaris.
 
    “When you reach the capital, you should ask the Chief Cleric if he can decipher those runes.”  Tomaris continued.  “I was only able to acquire them recently.  What I know is that they are from ancient Beragan.  Without having their key, though, I have not been able to interpret them.”  He paused.  “However, I believe that they refer to a possible location of the sword.”
 
   “If you can’t interpret them, why do you think the Chief Cleric can?”  Jake asked.
 
   “While I have an extensive library, I don’t know everything, child.”  Tomaris said with a laugh.  “It is possible that the clerics of Beragan will know what the runes mean.  That will save time that we cannot spend seeking the key.”
 
   “After we get there?”  Jake asked.  “What then?”
 
   “You will need to follow the clues as you find them.”  Tomaris replied.  “You will have to think your way through this and, sometimes, simply follow your instincts.  If I knew more, I would tell you.  I would not risk you if I knew where the sword is located.  I would simply have sent a large party of clerics and soldiers to recover it, trusting in them to get there before the demons could move it.”
 
   “I am an old man, Jake.”  Tomaris continued.  “While I still have my power, my body is fading; I cannot do this quest myself.  If I could, I would leave you in the safety of the Keep and go myself.”  He sighed bitterly.  “As it is, since I cannot go, someone must.  I believe that you have the power and intelligence to accomplish it.  Otherwise, I would not have suggested it.  You have stood against a demon lord and survived; that is no small thing.”
 
   “I had help.”  Jake stated.
 
   “And you have help now.”  Tomaris responded.  “You and the girl can match most demons now and your power is not reached its limit.  When you held it, I tried to determine if there was any change since you left the Keep.  I believe that it has grown stronger.”
 
   “Well, I guess that is one thing in my favor.”  Jake muttered.
 
   “Be at peace, Jake.”  Tomaris said soothingly.  “I believe that the Creator has brought you here and He would not have done that if there was not more to you than you believe.”
 
   When they stopped for the night, moving off the road and onto the grassy plains, and set up camp, Taric, the male cleric, came over to the carriage.  When he and Jake were trading clothes, Jake was surprised to see that he was wearing chainmail under his robes.  He asked him about it.
 
   “Many clerics who serve in the army wear armor.”  Taric said with a wink and a laugh.  “Secretly, of course; we are not soldiers.  While some purists state that we should trust in the One for our protection, I believe that He gave us the ability to shape metal for just this purpose.  It would seem to be an insult to Him to not take advantage of His gifts.”
 
   Jake chuckled at that while he pulled the robes over his own armor.
 
   …
 
   Hailyn was sitting near her blankets, stretching her sore muscles, when Tomaris appeared.  He had moved so quietly that she jumped a bit, startled when he spoke.
 
   “I’m sorry, child.”  He said with a small smile.  “I did not mean to frighten you.”
 
   “You did not frighten me, Master Tomaris.”  She responded.  “You simply caught me off guard.”
 
   “May I join you?”  He asked.
 
   “Of course.”  Hailyn replied.
 
   Tomaris slowly settled to the ground, sitting across from her.  He looked at her for several moments, his unusual eyes seeming to see inside her.  She took a deep breath and stared back, trying to achieve a cleric’s calm.  That seemed to impress him, for he smiled deeply and nodded his head.
 
   “You have strength in you, child.”  He said approvingly.  His smile faded.  “You will need that strength on this quest.”  He reached into a pouch on his belt and removed a silvery object.  When Hailyn looked closely, she saw that it was a bracelet, its surface covered in runes.  With a start, she recognized the runes as the same ones on Jonas’ staff.  She looked at Tomaris, the question in her eyes.
 
   “Yes, child.”  He replied, turning the bracelet over in his hand.  “The runes are the same.  I copied these runes when I was creating the staff that I gave to Jonas.”
 
   His eyes took on a faraway look.  “When I was much younger, I sought out all things related to power.  I had the idea that, if I found old and ancient artifacts or manuscripts, I could use them to increase my own knowledge and power.”
 
   He shook his head.  “It was during one of my quests that I found this.  It was in a cave, deep in the Gray Ridges, one that I believed Arnes lived in.  I searched it, spending days tracing its passages, without finding any evidence to support my theory.  In frustration, I kicked at a stone.  When it rolled away, I saw that there was a small opening under it.  When something glittered back in my torchlight, I reached in and pulled this out.”
 
   “I took it with me to study.”  He continued.  “When I wore it, it would increase my power.  I do not understand how it was done, though I have a theory.  Over time, though, I began to wear it less and less.  I eventually put it away with my other collections as new items caught my attention.  It was only when Jonas came to me did I recall it.  I wanted to help him, but I was loath to part with it, so I created the staff, copying the runes on the bracelet.  To my surprise, it seemed to have a greater effect on a cleric’s power than my own.”
 
   He held it out to her.  “I want you to take it.  It may not be as powerful as Jonas’ staff, but it can give you the increase in power you will need.”
 
   “I cannot take it, Master Tomaris.”  Hailyn said.  “You said yourself that you do not wish to part with it.”
 
   “I am older now, child, and my time will soon be finished.”  He said with a sad smile.  “You are going to find an object of great power.  Knowing its power, our enemies will have some of their strongest guarding it.  You will need all of the power you can wield.”  He placed it in her hand.  “Help an old man feel like he has done all he can to assist you; please take it.”
 
   Hailyn turned it over in her hand, startled to feel soft warmth radiating off it.  She pulled it over her right hand, but realized that it was too big to stay on her wrist.  She was starting to pull it off when it seemed to shrink, forming itself to her wrist.  She tugged at it and it came off easily.  Fascinated, she slipped it back on and shook her hand.  Despite the shaking, it stayed in place.
 
   She called up her power, feeling it surge into her, her aura suddenly shining brilliantly, similar to when she had held the staff.  She looked over wonderingly at Tomaris, who was slowly rising to his feet.
 
   “What is it?”  She asked.
 
   “You must keep it secret, child.”  He said quietly, looking approvingly down at her.  He glanced around to make sure no one was near.  “After all of my research, I have come to believe that it is a piece of the Guardian’s armor, made by the Creator Himself.”
 
   …
 
   Early the next morning, with the sun still behind the Gray Ridges, the party broke camp.  There was a cool breeze blowing, the sky overhead cloudy and gray.  Pulling the cleric robes over his head, Jake hoped that there would be no rain.  He knelt and rolled up his sword, vambraces and greaves into his sleeping blankets.  Dominic had pointed out that his sword might draw attention, since clerics did not carry them.
 
   “The road to Dunanty is fairly safe as it is patrolled by Beragan soldiers.”  Dominic had said.  “Stay on the road; remember that you are a cleric now.  Keep your sword hidden until you have left the city.”
 
   Once he had packed up his gear, he headed over to the horses.  When he got to where the horses were tied up, he saw that Hailyn was already mounted on Taric’s horse.
 
   “I thought you were riding Dontas.”  He stated.
 
   “That was to get him out of the city for you, Jake.”  She replied.  “Since you are supposed to be on your way to the Keep, it is unlikely that anyone would look twice at the horse.”
 
   “I see.”  Jake said as he went over to where Dontas was tied up next to Shadow.  The horse greeted him with a soft whinny and a gentle push of its head.  Jake stroked the horse’s head for a few moments, then noticed that both Dontas and Shadow where already saddled.
 
   “I was up early, so I saddled him for you.”  Dominic’s voice came from behind him.  Jake turned to see Dominic approaching with his saddlebags over his shoulder.  Dominic stopped in front of Jake, looking down at him, eyes hard.
 
   “I have one more lesson for you.”  He said softly, though his eyes seemed to gleam like blue ice.  “On this journey, you must harden your heart and be prepared at all times to defend yourself and the girl.  If you face an opponent, you must strike hard and fast, aiming to kill as quickly as possible.  If you think there is a danger, attack first.  There is no place for chivalry on this mission.”
 
   “I will remember that, Dominic.”  Jake said.  He realized that this might be the last time he will see his protector.  He felt a tightness in his throat and chest.  He cleared his throat.  “I can’t thank you enough for everything you have done for me.”
 
   “It was my honor, Jake.”  Dominic said directly.  He held out his hand.
 
   Jake took it, but his emotions made him gave Dominic a quick hug.  Dominic seemed taken aback by that, but Jake felt him pat him on the back before pushing him away.
 
   “Enough of that, boy.  We still have to recover the sword and bring it to Tomaris, so we may not be done with each other yet.”  Dominic said gruffly.  He increased his grip on Jake’s hand.  “Remember what I have taught you.  Be prepared to act, but follow the girl’s lead.  She knows more about the world than you.”  With that, he released Jake’s hand and moved over to Shadow.
 
   Jake tied off his blankets behind his saddle and mounted his horse.  He rode over to Hailyn, where she was speaking quietly to Tomaris.
 
   “Now you depart on this great quest, my children.”  Tomaris said seriously.  “Stay hidden as much as possible.  Follow where the clues lead you.  Recover the sword, if you can, and return directly to the Keep.  Remember that if the demons know that we are after the sword, they will move it.  There will be no second chance to recover it.”
 
   He continued.  “If you cannot find the sword after exhausting all possibilities, return to the Keep.  It may be that Dominic was successful.”
 
   “One final word.”  Tomaris said, his face softening.  “Trust and care for each other.  Friendship and love are the two things that the demons can never have.  That is what makes us stronger than them.”
 
   “Go now.”  He finished, giving them a bow.  “Hold on to your courage and power and may the Creator grant you success.”
 
   Sharing a look and a nod with Hailyn, Jake directed Dontas towards the road.  With a final glance back, Jake saw Dominic, sitting on Shadow, give him a formal salute.  Jake returned it, and then turned forward.  Tapping Dontas with his heels, he and Hailyn rode away.
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   A long wooden lever, painted bright white and tilted above the road, was the only indicator that they had arrived at the border.  The open plains, covered in tall green grass that gently rippled like waves on the ocean in the breeze, seemed to stretch forever in all directions.  Jake was grateful for the wind as it tamed the warmth of the late afternoon sun.  He had on his shirt, padding and armor, cover by the cleric robes, which made him sweat profusely, so any relief was welcome.
 
   Jake and Hailyn had been riding north along the road since they departed from camp.  North of the crossroads, the road had transitioned to a wide hard-packed dirt road.  They had passed travelers and merchants going in both directions.  Most did not look twice at two clerics riding together, though some had stopped and asked for help, mostly for minor injuries or sickness.  Jake allowed Hailyn to take the lead in these situations, simply sitting on his horse, smiling and nodding while she performed healings.
 
   There were two tents set up near the pole, one on each side of the border.  Jake saw horses tied up near the closest tent with Sanduan soldiers in armor, their backs to the traffic moving north, manning the border area.  On the other side of the gate, he saw soldiers dressed in brown leather clothing and boots, covered in chainmail that extended down to mid-thigh.  They carried curved swords belted on at the waist, with pointed metal helms on their heads.  They were randomly stopping and questioning travelers heading into Beragan.  There were also horses tied up near their tent.
 
   Some of the Sanduan soldiers called out greetings to Jake and Hailyn as they passed.  When they entered Beragan, a soldier stopped them.  He was tall and thin, with an angular face, long brown hair and brown eyes.  He had a single silver slash painted across his armor, running from his left shoulder down to his right waist.
 
   “Where are you traveling, clerics?”  He asked directly, but politely.
 
   “We bring a message to the Chief Cleric of Beragan from the Chief Cleric of Sanduas.”  Hailyn announced, pulling out the letter with Jonas’ seal.
 
   The soldier looked closely at the seal, then looked back at Hailyn.  “Have you been to Dunanty before?”  He asked.
 
   “No.  This is our first time.”  She replied.
 
   He nodded and motioned to a couple of soldiers sitting on horses nearby.  One had two thin green slashes on his armor, while the other wore plain armor.  “I have a couple of soldiers ready to return to the capital, Sister.”  He said.  “It would be their privilege to escort you there.  They will ensure that you arrive safely and without incident, as honored guests.”
 
   Hailyn, her face serene, thanked him.  “That is most kind, my friend.”  She said.  “May the blessings of the One be with you.”
 
   The soldier nodded, and then motioned them to continue on.
 
   As they rode forward, the two solders formed up next to them.  The one with the green slashes rode next to Hailyn.  He was an older man, with a stout build, thick dark hair and a goatee on his long face, though his dark eyes had a world-weariness in them.  The one that rode next to Jake was only a little older than he was, short and wiry, with short dark hair and a shaven face.  He sat in the saddle stiffly, his back ramrod straight, affecting an air of competence and soberness.
 
   “I am Sergeant Hersel, Sister.”  The one nearest Hailyn said, with a nod of his head.  “My companion is Mescal.  If you wish, we will reach a small village with an inn near nightfall and stay the night there.”
 
   “That sounds fine, Sergeant Hersel.”  She replied.  “How long is the ride to Dunanty?”
 
   “At a pace that will not tire the horses, we should arrive by the afternoon two days from now.”  He stated.  “I will now take the lead while Mescal will guard the rear.”  With that, he booted his horse several paces ahead while Mescal dropped back several paces.
 
   “What do you think about this?”  Jake whispered to Hailyn.  “It seems strange that we would need an escort when other travelers don’t get one.”
 
   “The clerics in Beragan do not have the same freedom of action as we do in Sanduas.”  Hailyn responded softly.  “The clerics here fall under the authority of their queen.  She has the final word on what they can or cannot do and where they can go.  Likely, any outside clerics would receive an escort like this, so they can be watched.”  She nodded towards Hersel.  “We need to be cautious on what we say until we reach the Chief Cleric.”
 
   As Hersel had said, night was descending over the plains when they reached the village.  The road intersected the village, with wooden buildings build on either side.  The road had been paved with stone in the village.  They rode through slowly, as there seemed to be a constant flow of people crossing the road, heading to various buildings.  They finally stopped when they were almost to the far side of the village, pulling up to a three-story wooden building.  There was bright candlelight streaming from the first-floor windows and the buzz of voices and music coming from the open front doors.
 
   “Mescal will take your horses to the stables.”  Hersel said as he dismounted and indicated that they should do the same.  “Take your sleeping rolls and saddlebags with you.”
 
   Once they had retrieved their gear, Hersel led them into the inn while Mescal left with the horses.  Once inside the main hall, Jake was overwhelmed with light, noise and the smells of cooking food.  Looking around, he was surprised by the number of people in the inn.  All of the tables were full, with serving girls carrying large trays of food or tankards of ale, carefully navigating their way through the crowd.  He and Hailyn followed Hersel over to a large man, tall though a bit fat, with dark hair surrounding his bald plate, dressed in an long cloth apron.  He was standing near a large door that led to the kitchen, with the serving girls going in and out.  His brown eyes moving quickly from side to side, he seemed to be trying to watch everyone at once.
 
   “Greetings, Kelsan.”  Hersel said when he stopped in front of the man.  He gestured to indicate Hailyn and Jake   “I need rooms tonight for my guests, as well as for myself and another soldier.”
 
   “I only have one room left.”  Kelsan replied, continuing to scan the hall.  “It is small with two beds.  There is also room in the stables.”
 
   Hersel considered the situation.  “I will allow my guests to take the room.”  He finally said.  “Mescal and I will sleep in the stable.  Food will need to be sent to their room and the stables.”
 
   “Two gold.”  Kelsan said, looking at Hersel for the first time and holding out his hand.
 
   “Do I look like a country lout who has never left the farm before?”  Hersel replied sarcastically.  “One gold.”
 
   Kelsan laughed, a rich, throaty laugh, and cocked an eyebrow.  “You do have the look of someone who can’t remember to wipe the manure off his feet.”  He retorted.  His eyes took on a predatory gleam.  “Do I appear to be a simpleton impressed with your armor and sword?  Two gold or you can sleep in the street.”
 
   A small smile creased Hersel’s face as he and Kelsan began to negotiate while trading insults.  Jake watched with a certain amusement as the two haggled.  At first, based on the personal nature of the jibes, he was sure that they would be sleeping outside, but after Hersel delivered a particularly nasty one related to Kelsan’s parentage, the innkeeper let out a howl of delight.
 
   “That one was worth a gold!”  Kelsan roared, startling the nearby patrons.  “One gold for the room and meals.”  He stuck out his hand.
 
   Hersel shook it, paid Kelsan and turned to Jake and Hailyn.  “I will come and wake you before first light.”  He said.  “Please follow Kelsan to your room.  Food will be brought to you.  I will ask that you remain there tonight.”
 
   “That is fine, Sergeant Hersel.”  Hailyn responded.
 
   “Until the morning.”  Hersel said, nodding to Kelsan and going through the kitchen doors.
 
   “Follow me, Sister.  Brother.”  Kelsan said.  He led them through the crowded room to a flight of stairs leading to the upper levels.  They went down a cramped hallway, with several lanterns lighting the hallway.  The wooden floor creaked as they made their way to a door at the end of the hall.
 
   Kelsan produced a key, unlocking the door and stepping aside.  In the cramped room, there were two single beds, separated by a small table against the far wall with a single lantern on it.  Above the table, a small window was open, allowing in both fresh air and the noise from the road below.  Jake followed Hailyn into the room, throwing his stuff on one of the beds.
 
   “Hersel is a good man.”  Kelsan said from the doorway.  They turned to look at him.  “He may be a bit of a pain when it comes to rules, but that is probably the military training.  You can rest assured that he will treat you properly and get you to where you are going.”
 
   “From some of your insults, I would not have believed that you thought so highly of him.”  Hailyn said.
 
   “Oh that.”  Kelsan said with a chuckle.  “Do not trouble yourself, Sister.  Hersel and I are old friends.  I cannot just give him what he wants; he has to earn it.  The insults are our way of settling who wins.  I will have your food brought up.”  He said as he closed the door.
 
   “What do you think will happen when we get to the capital?”  Jake asked as he sat down on his bed.  “It is going to be difficult to do what we need to do if we have an escort with us all the time.”
 
   “Jonas told me that his letter explains that we are looking for information that can benefit all clerics and he will share it with Brother Kal, the Chief Cleric of Beragan, if we are successful.”  Hailyn said quietly.  “He has requested that Kal find a way for us to travel without military escort, to ensure that the clerics will maintain control of the information.  We will have to see if the Chief Cleric has the power or influence to do this.”
 
   “If he can’t?”  Jake asked.
 
   “We will have to work with what we given.”  Hailyn stated.  “Jonas believes that Kal has more influence with the queen than is generally known.  We have to hope that is the case.”
 
   A knock on the door interrupted the conversation.  Jake opened the door to reveal a serving girl on the other side, bringing them a tray of food and water.  Setting the tray down on a bed, she told them that she would return to retrieve the empty plates.  She closed the door on the way out.
 
   After Jake and Hailyn finished eating and the girl returned to take away the tray, Hailyn said.  “We should get some sleep since we will be rising before the dawn.”  She closed the small curtain over the window and leaned over and blew out the lantern, plunging the room into darkness.
 
   Jake could hear the rustling of clothing as Hailyn removed her robes and climbed into her bed.  He flushed at the thought of her undressing.  He quickly striped down to his pants and shirt and slipped into his bed.  He shifted onto his side, facing Hailyn.  His eyes had adjusted to the darkness and, with a sliver of light making its way past the curtain, he could make out Hailyn’s eyes looking over towards him.
 
   “Good night, Jake.”  She said softly.
 
   “Good night, Hailyn.”  He replied.
 
   He watched as her eyes closed, just making out a slight smile on her face.  Jake gazed at her for while, watching her drift off into sleep, then turned over.  He felt a little odd and unsure of himself, being this close to her as they slept.  He wrestled with those feelings until sleep finally took him.
 
   …
 
   As Hersel had promised, they approached the city of Dunanty in the late afternoon of the third day.  After leaving Kelsan’s inn before dawn, they had ridden all day, arriving at another village and inn near dark, staying there, and then continued on the next morning.
 
   The weather had turned less pleasant the second night, with a strong, cold wind blowing from the north.  Gray clouds had gathered overhead, occasionally sprinkling them with drops of rain.  Jake was now grateful for all of the layers he was wearing.
 
   In the hazy light, with the sun hidden by the clouds, the city seemed to rise out of the plains like a solitary hill.  It had rough stone walls, unlike the smooth walls of Sanduas, which surrounded the city in a circle.  As they got closer, Jake could make out the defensive cutouts along top of the wall.  There was a flow of travelers entering and leaving through the main gates.  The heavy metal-banded wooden gate doors were swung open, the entrance manned by several soldiers, who were watching the people coming and going.
 
   Hersel rode confidently through the gates, the guards saluting him as he passed.  The horses’ hooves seemed to ring as they transitioned from the dirt road to the paved streets of the city.  Once inside the walls, Jake saw that the buildings in the city were mostly made of wood, with some stone buildings randomly interspersed.  Jake noticed the curious looks that the people on the streets gave them as they rode past.  They continued on towards the squat castle that was built on a small hill in the city’s center.
 
   The castle was built entirely of stone, with the same rough-cut features of the main walls.  Jake saw soldiers patrolling along the walls.  Large metal braziers topped the main gate, with several soldiers on horseback, as well as on foot, standing guard.  Long green banners hung on either side of the gates.
 
   Hersel rode up to a soldier sitting on a horse with a single golden slash painted across his armor and saluted.  The man sat stiffly in the saddle, his face neutral, hand resting on his sword, watching the other soldiers.  His armor was spotless and his dark hair and mustache neatly trimmed.  The man radiated an air of self-importance.  “Greetings, Captain.”  Hersel said politely.  “Is Chief Cleric Kal in the castle?”
 
   The officer lazily returned the salute.  “Kal is at the Temple.”  He said as he took in Jake and Hailyn sitting behind Hersel.  “What business do you have?”
 
   “These two clerics bring a message for the Chief Cleric from the Chief Cleric of Sanduas.”  Hersel replied as he gestured behind him.
 
   “What are your names, clerics?”  The officer demanded.  “Your visit will need to be reported to the queen.”
 
   “I am Hailyn and this is Taric, Captain.”  Hailyn said smoothly.  “May the blessings of the One be on you and your queen.”
 
   “Thank you, Sister.”  The officer replied, though he did not sound appreciative.  He motioned to Hersel.  “Escort them to the Temple, Sergeant.”
 
   Hersel saluted, then turned his horse away from the gate.  They rode through the city for a while, passing shops, inns and taverns, finally arriving at a large wooden building.  The building was located in a park-like setting, with green grass and tall pine trees surrounding the building.  The edge of the street curved towards the building to make a large paved area along the side near the street.  The building itself was long and wide, standing around two stories tall, made from large logs.  A set of large wooden doors stood as the entrance near the rear of the building.
 
   Jake saw men and women moving about the grounds in dark green robes, who pointed and whispered together when they noticed him and Hailyn.  He also saw a few in dark green pants and brown boots, wearing armor and a sword, with a green hood lying against their backs.  He looked over to Hailyn, who shrugged.
 
   “Sergeant Hersel, we are new here.”  She said politely.  “Who are the men and women in armor?  Do the clerics have their own guards?”
 
   “Those are the fighting clerics, Sister.”  He replied.  “They are trained in combat and often travel alone to remote villages, bringing the Word and engaging the demons and their followers.”
 
   They stopped near the main doors and dismounted.  Hersel beckoned a cleric over.  The woman looked to be in her early thirties, short and slight, with her long brown hair hanging loose.  She had a curious look on her plain face as she stared at Jake and Hailyn.
 
   “Sister, these are clerics from Sanduas bearing a message to Chief Cleric Kal.”  Hersel explained.  “May I leave them in your care?”
 
   “Of course, Sergeant.”  She replied.  “I will escort them to Brother Kal.”
 
   “Thank you, Sister.”  He said.  He turned to Hailyn and Jake.  “I hope that you found my escort adequate.”
 
   “You have treated us very well.”  Hailyn stated.  “We appreciate all of your help.  May the blessings of the One be with you.”
 
   Hersel nodded, then swung up into his saddle.  “I hope your return journey is as pleasant.”  He responded.  He motioned for Mescal to follow and they rode back into the city.
 
   “I am Elsia.”  The female cleric told them.
 
   “I’m Taric.”  Jake said, remembering his cover.
 
   “I’m Hailyn.”  Hailyn echoed.
 
   “Greetings, Brother.  Sister.”  Elsia said.  She turned to head inside the doors.  “Please follow me.”
 
   When they entered the Temple, Jake noticed a strong pine scent in the air.  They made their way down the aisle that ran between the carved wooden benches that faced towards the altar.  Along the log walls were iron rungs for torches and cut pine branches, hanging in decoration.  There was a large single candle burning on the stone altar.  Several clerics were sitting in the benches, eyes closed in silent contemplation.
 
   Elsia led them to a set of doors set off to the side of the altar.  She knocked and waited.  A male voice came through.  “Enter.”
 
   Elsia opened the door and motioned them through.  Jake and Hailyn stepped into a large room, with shelves lined with scrolls built into the walls.  There was an ornately carved wooden desk set near the back wall.  Behind that desk sat a large man, dressed in dark green robes with a golden edge on his cowl.  He was plump and bald, with a long graying beard and bushy eyebrows.  Beneath the eyebrows, his dark eyes were sharp and intelligent.  He looked quizzically over at Elsia.
 
   “Brother Kal, this is Sister Hailyn and Brother Taric from Sanduas.”  She explained.  “They bring a message from the Chief Cleric of Sanduas.”
 
   “Thank you, Elsia.”  Kal replied.  “Please have some drinks brought to us.”  Elsia nodded and left.
 
   “What does Jonas want from me?”  Kal said with a smile.  “He and I met at the border long ago and I know that he is a capable leader.  He is unlikely to send his clerics this far simply to exchange pleasantries.”
 
   “Here is his letter, Brother Kal.”  Hailyn said as she pulled the letter out of her belt pouch.  “It should make clear Brother Jonas’ intentions.”
 
   Kal took the letter, looking it over, then breaking the seal and reading.  He was still reading when Elsia returned with a tray with a pitcher of water and cups.  She poured Jake and Hailyn a cup while they waited.
 
   When Kal finished reading, he sat there musing for a few moments.  He looked over at Elsia.  “Thank you, Sister.”  He said.  “Please see that we are not disturbed.”  Elsia nodded and left, closing the door behind her.
 
   “What do you know of this information?”  Kal asked quietly.
 
   “Not much, Brother.”  Hailyn said.  “We only have a few clues to go on.”  She gestured to Jake.
 
   “We have these.”  Jake said as he produced the parchment with the runes that Tomaris had given him.  He handed it to Kal.
 
   Kal studied the runes, eyebrows drawing together in concentration.  He sat there for several minutes before he spoke again.
 
   “This is an ancient language from the west, beyond the Crescent Hills.”  He finally said.  “I cannot say what they mean.  The key to interpret them is not here in the capital.  The only place I know that such a key exists is at Kersant.”
 
   “Where is that, Brother?”  Hailyn asked.
 
   “It is a small city west of the Crescent Hills.”  Kal responded.  “It has a library that houses many ancient documents.”
 
   “The Crescent Hills?”  Jake asked.
 
   “It is a range of hills, too small to be considered mountains, that extend south from the Northern Wastes, then curve west towards the Inland Sea.”  Kal stated.  “They are a five day journey to the west.”
 
   “Is there a way for us to get there?”  Hailyn asked.
 
   “I may be able to get you out of the city.”  Kal replied after a moment.  “However, there is a problem.  By the order of the queen, all of the clerics outside of the city are required to send regular reports to me.  In the case of Kersant, we have not had any reports from the Temple in weeks.  Something we don’t understand has happened there.”
 
   …
 
   Far to the west, Bruce Talia walked through the stone hallway to his Master’s throne room.  He had his hood up and his black cloak pulled tight.  He glanced contemptuously at the Imps and half-men who passed by, forced to make way for him as he walked straight down the middle of the hallway.  He saw the hatred, as well as the fear, in their eyes.  They knew what he could do.
 
   He had spent the day recovering from the sea voyage at an inn in the city, getting his stomach settled before he came to the fortress.  The rest had helped, the sensation of still being on the water having faded.  He had taken his time coming, feeling no hurry.
 
   As he walked, he could not help but remember the first time he had been brought to his Master.  He had been terrified, surrounded by Imps and their followers, still new to this world, unsure of what was happening.  They had dragged him here, ignoring his pleas and cries.  He had been thrown down in front of his Master, his muscles refusing to work when he was told to stand.  He had huddled there until he was lifted from the floor, facing his new Master for the first time.  That had been the start of his journey to where he was today.
 
   Shaking his head, he approached the large carved wooden doors that led to the throne room.  The doors were inlaid with gold and decorated with precious stones.  He was surprised that his Master felt the need to bring some beauty into this place.  He motioned to the guards manning the doors and they hurriedly pulled them open.
 
   He entered the throne room, taking notice of the other demons that were standing in the room, waiting for direction.  The throne room was large, stretching at least one hundred feet wide and deep, with the stone ceiling that was at least fifty feet high.  The walls were made of tightly packed dark grey stones, uniform in size and smoothly carved.  Several chandeliers of candles hanging from the ceiling, as well as braziers lining the walls, lit the room.  The tall stone throne was slightly offset, near the back wall.  Next to the throne were two naturally occurring stones, with a large gap between them.  In this gap, Bruce saw that now-familiar swirling pit of darkness, framed by red fire.  It was the portal that allowed the demons into this world.
 
   His Master was standing next to his throne when Bruce entered.  Bruce was still aware of how much his Master was unlike the other demons.  Bruce approached him, kneeling when he came within a few feet.
 
   “I have returned, Master.”  He said.  He felt a trickle of sweat work its way down his back as the demon lord studied him in silence.
 
   “What have you seen?”  The demon finally asked.
 
   “Creatos is dead, destroyed by Jake Thomas and his cleric friends.”  Bruce replied.
 
   “Creatos had always considered himself greater than he was.”  The demon replied with a slight smile.  “Tell me all that happened.”
 
   Bruce explained what he had witnessed in Creatos’ fortress, including the final battle.  “Jake held his own against Creatos throughout the battle.  He showed great power, but it was that final release of power that nearly destroyed Creatos.  He was struggling to recover, but was finished off by the cleric with the staff.”  Bruce finished.  “He is the most powerful cleric that I have ever seen.  He withstood the power of numerous Imps by himself.”
 
   “I have had reports of this cleric from Sanduas.”  His Master said.  “I once thought he may be my old enemy in disguise, but no longer believe that.”  He sat down on his throne.  “It is time that something is done about him.”
 
   “I will go, Master.”  Bruce said quickly.  “I am sure I can get close enough to kill him.”
 
   “No.”  The demon lord replied.  “I doubt even you have the power to overcome him.”
 
   Bruce gritted his teeth in frustration.  He had demonstrated his power more than once against those demons that questioned his abilities.  He glared up at his Master.
 
   “Do you wish to try yourself against me again, my reluctant pupil?”  The demon lord laughed, joined in by the other demons in the room.  “If you try, I will not be as gentle as I was the last time.”
 
   Bruce shuddered slightly, recalling the painful lesson that his Master had taught him.  He swallowed his pride, pushing down his anger.  “No, Master.”  He said tightly.  He repeated the line he had been taught.  “I live to serve you.”
 
   “Good, for I have other plans for you.”  The demon lord stated.  “I want you to go to where the sword is being held.  I think it is time for it to move again.  You will find an innocent along the way to carry the sword and bring it back here.  I want it back under my protection.”
 
   “Yes, Master.”  Bruce replied quickly.  “But if I may ask, what about the cleric?”
 
   “Do not worry yourself about him.”  The demon lord declared.  “The cleric’s death is already moving towards him.”  He gestured towards the door.  “You may leave us.”
 
   Bruce rose, bowing to his Master, and turned to leave.  He saw the other demons smirking at him as he walked away.  Fists clenched, he tried to keep his anger in check as he moved to the door.  He hated being laughed at.
 
   “Bruce.”  His Master’s voice carried softly behind him.  He stopped and looked back.  “None of my brothers or our followers are to be harmed.  If I find out that you have disobeyed me in this, you will feel my wrath.”
 
   “As you wish.”  Bruce replied tightly, turning and leaving the throne room.  One day, I will make all of you pay.  He thought to himself as he stormed out of the fortress.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter12]Chapter Twelve
 
   Combined with the heat from the sun beating down, the dust, dung smell and the constant clanging of the cowbells from the seemingly endless herd began to wear on Jake.  He was standing next to Dontas, his right hand on the saddle pommel, his left hand grasping his swordhilt, squeezing it in frustration.  All he could see was a brown and black line of cattle, moving slowing along the opposite road, with the cattle drivers spread out and riding up and down the line, shouting and cracking whips to maintain order.
 
   They were halted at a crossroads, a two-days ride west of Dunanty, standing in a crowd of travelers waiting as well.  Wilham had told them that they might run into the herders driving their cattle south to rich grazing lands to prepare for the approaching autumn.  Jake glanced under Dontas’ neck towards him.
 
   Wilham was slim man in his early thirties, about Jake’s height, with light brown hair and dark eyes.  His face was plain, with a serious look that befitted his calling.  He had a slim scar that ran across his right cheek, leaving an empty furrow in his short beard, pale against his tan face.  He was dressed in the armor and green hood of a warrior cleric.
 
   He was speaking quietly with several people, Hailyn standing next to him.  A steady stream of other travelers seeking healing or a cleric’s advice had approached them while they waited.  At least they have something to do.  Jake thought, bored.
 
   They had waited in Dunanty for two days before Brother Kal had been able to arraign for permission for them to leave.  Jake and Hailyn had been invited to dine with him both nights, Jake letting Hailyn engage him in conversation, fearing that he would give away that he was not really a cleric.  Kal had taken his relative silence with good grace, glancing at him from time to time, but not saying anything.
 
   It was when they arrived on the second night that Kal presented them with sealed letters and informed them that they would leave the next morning.
 
   “The letters are from the queen.”  He had told them.  “If you are stopped by soldiers or need assistance, simply present these letters.  They inform the reader that you are traveling on behalf of the queen and, if presented, that person is forbidden to interfere with you and must provide any assistance needed, if asked.”
 
   “Thank you, Brother.”  Hailyn replied.  “This is a great gift.  We had only hoped to be given leave to depart.”
 
   “Well, before you thank me, there is a condition.”  Kal replied with a smile.  “A Beragan cleric will accompany you to ensure that, if the information is found, it is shared.  Now, I trust Jonas, but I agreed to satisfy the queen.”
 
   “We understand.”  Hailyn responded politely.  “A local cleric should make the journey go faster since they will know the land, the people and their customs.”
 
   “I thought the same.”  Kal said.  He looked over at Jake, a playful gleam in his eye.  “Once you are clear of the city, you can change back into your armor and wear your weapons.  We can’t have anyone coming up to you for healing by mistake.”
 
   “How did you know?”  Jake asked, aghast.  He had been so sure that he had not given any hints that he was not a cleric.
 
   Kal laughed, shaking his head.  “Jonas informed me in his letter.  He explained that you were not a cleric, but a soldier sent to protect Sister Hailyn.  He apologized for the deception, but wrote that he believed that you traveling as a cleric to the capital would avoid delays or questions of your intent.”  He paused.  “I think that I agree with him.  You riding here openly probably would have roused suspicions in the palace and made it much harder for me to secure your departure.”
 
   “Won’t my armor and weapons still attract attention?”  Jake asked.
 
   “You may attract some due to the fact that you are an outsider, but since it is clear that Sister Hailyn is not Beragan, you riding with her will not seem strange.  The sight of a soldier riding with a cleric is commonplace here.”  Kal replied.  “Also, you will be with Wilham, the cleric I am sending with you.  His presence will likely keep most questions at bay. ”
 
   After dinner, they were introduced to Wilham.  He had responded to Kal’s summons, striding into Kal’s study, an air of quiet confidence about him.  He was polite, but serious.  He had been with the clerics since his mid-teens, becoming a warrior cleric after his apprenticeship.  He had traveled to the west several times and was familiar with the Crescent Hills and the land beyond.
 
   The morning they left, with the sky cloudy and a cool northerly wind blowing, Kal had given them heavy cloaks with hoods, made of leather with a waxy coating on the outside.  “These will help keep you warm and dry.”  He had said.  “The weather can change rapidly on the plains, sunny and warm one day, stormy and cold the next.”
 
   Following Wilham, they had ridden to the western road and kept a steady pace.  The road, cutting across the rolling plains, a light brown slice in the waving green grass, was made of hard-packed dirt, relatively smooth despite the many wagons and horses that traveled it.  They had spent the first night at an inn in a small village, waking in the early morning and riding on until the early afternoon, but now stuck by the cattle drive.
 
   Jake, seeing the other travelers move away from Hailyn and Wilham, ducked under Dontas’ neck, and moved closer to them.
 
   “How much longer are we going to be stuck here?”  Jake asked, his irritation clear in his voice.  “Can’t we ride around this somehow?”
 
   “Have patience, Taric.”  Wilham said.  Jake and Hailyn agreed that he should continue to use that name with others.  “It may not seem it, but we will be on our way soon.”  He pointed to a cattle driver wearing a bright red cloth belt, sitting on a horse watching the herd.  “That is the cattle master.  He always rides near the end of any herd drive.  We should see the end shortly.”
 
   “If you say so, Brother Wilham.”  Jake muttered.
 
   The three stood there for another ten minutes until, finally, the last cows passed by, followed by several brightly painted wagons.  As soon as the road cleared, the mass of stuck travelers began moving west.  There was some cursing and shoving as they rode into another group of travelers heading east, the road clogged with horses and wagons.  Jake saw a small group of soldiers ride up and restore order.
 
   Once the crowds dissipated somewhat, they mounted their horses and continued their journey.  Jake was relieved to be traveling again, his impatience fading as they rode.
 
   “Once we reach Sulimn tonight, the road will become much less traveled.”  Wilham told them.  “Most of the towns and cities are east of Sulimn.  When we leave there, there will be only small villages along our path until we reach Kersant.”
 
   As the sun was drifting low in the western sky, Jake noticed a long, dark smudge that seemed to rise from the plains, spreading across the horizon. He asked Wilham about it.
 
   “Those are the Crescent Hills.”  He replied.  “They are still far off, but we should reach their base before nightfall tomorrow.” 
 
   The sun has just set, with a beautiful palate of reds and oranges painting the sky, when they reached Sulimn.  It was a small stone-walled town, set off to the north of the road, its main gate open.  There were four guards lighting watch torches as they entered the town.  The guards, dressed in leather armor and carrying long steel-tipped spears, as well as short clubs and daggers hanging from their belts, saluted Wilham, looking relieved to see him.  They gazed curiously at Jake and Hailyn.  Wilham nodded to the guards as they rode past.  He led them to a large inn, set near a small courtyard in the center of the town.  There was a large group of people milling about the courtyard.
 
   As they dismounted, Jake noticed that the crowd in the street watching them, pointing and whispering.  Several of the closest came up to Wilham, looking somewhat confused by Hailyn’s presence, but still speaking with him, their tone soft and urgent.  Jake came over to stand with them.
 
   “I heard about it as well.”  A middle-aged woman in fine clothes was frantically saying.  “There were tales of several bands of the crazed ones, some having demons with them, attacking the villages.”
 
   “I saw one village, about a day’s ride north of here, with many homes burnt, its people scattered.”  A fat man dressed in the worn clothes of a laborer interjected.  “We did not stay to find out if the crazed ones were still around.”
 
   “Crazed ones?”  Jake whispered to Hailyn.
 
   “The Beragan description for half-men.”  She replied softly.
 
   “Fear not, good people.”  Wilham announced loudly.  “Tonight, thanks to the One, you are safe.”  He gestured towards Hailyn.  “Sister Hailyn and I are here.  We will stand against any attack of the crazed ones or their masters.”
 
   “What about the outlying villages?”  Someone in the crowd shouted.
 
   “In the morning, I will go and investigate.”  Wilham stated, looking around, unconsciously gripping his sword.  “I will track down this band or bands of our enemies and put an end to them.”
 
   Jake heard a collective sigh of relief from the crowd as they slowly began to disperse.  Wilham motioned them to follow him into the inn.
 
   The inn was a far cry from the other places that they had stayed in.  While many had raucous halls, this one was half-full, the atmosphere subdued, a musician playing quietly in a corner.  The patrons looked over at them as they entered, many looking relieved at the sight, then returned to their quiet conversations.
 
   The innkeeper, a stout woman with gray in her hair and a spotless apron on, refused to take payment for their rooms.  “At least I know that we are safe while you are under my roof.”  She told Wilham.
 
   After they were shown their rooms, they went to a small, private room off the main hall to plan.  The room was plainly decorated with a fireplace in one wall and a small wooden table and four chairs in the center.  As they sat down, the door opened and a couple of serving girls brought food and drinks to them.  Once the girls departed, Wilham began.
 
   “If the stories are true, I must track down these bands.”  Wilham stated.  “It is the warrior clerics’ sworn mission to provide protection to the people from the depredations of the demons.”
 
   “We don’t have the time to spend looking.”  Jake said cautiously.  “If the demons find out that we are looking for the information, then they will move it to where we can never reach it.  We have to continue.”
 
   Wilham frowned at that.  “Before the One, I have sworn to defend the innocent.  I have to know for sure before I can go any further.”
 
   “And how long will that be?”  Jake asked directly.  “Days, weeks?”  He met Wilham’s eyes.  “We simply don’t have the time.”  He repeated softly.
 
   Wilham nodded reluctantly, unhappy.  They sat in silence for a while, allowing him to contemplate their options.  He ate little, sitting slumped in this chair, his mind focused on the decision before him.  He finally roused himself.
 
   “I must stay and determine if our enemies are here.”  He said slowly.  He glanced over at Hailyn, eyes appraising.  “Sister, do you swear before the One that the Chief Cleric of Sanduas will share the information you find with us, as he said?”  He asked seriously.
 
   “I do, Brother.”  Hailyn replied formally.  She reached over and placed her hand over his.  “We all serve the One.  You must trust what your heart tells you.”
 
   “Then, in the morning, you both will continue on to Kersant.”  He said, relief and determination on his face.  “I will follow as soon as I finish my investigation.”   He took a drink from his cup.  “You only have to follow the road.  You will reach the Crescent Hills tomorrow.  It will take two days to make passage over them.  Kersant lies on the western edge of the Hills.  If you have any difficulties, use the letters you were given.”
 
   “Thank you, Brother.”  Hailyn said gently.  “I understand the trust you are placing in us.  We will not disappoint you.”
 
   “I do not doubt it.”  Wilham said, rising.  “We will speak again in the morning.”  With that, he left the room.
 
   “I didn’t think he would do that.”  Jake stated, surprised by the turn of events.
 
   “He knew you were right.”  Hailyn responded.  “We do not have the time to spend tracking down half-men, but he has to honor his oath.”  She glanced over at Jake, an unreadable look in her eyes.  “So, now we are on our own.”
 
   “On our own.”  Jake agreed, taking a long drink from his cup.
 
   With the sun below the horizon, the town still covered in shadow, Jake and Hailyn rose and made ready to ride.  In the empty main hall, they quickly ate the meal prepared for them, and then went to the stables to get their horses.  As they left, the innkeeper gave them several meals, stuffed in pouches, as a gift.  Jake and Hailyn found Wilham already in the stables, his horse saddled and ready to go.  They quickly got their horses saddled and followed him to the town’s main gate.  They started down the road, heading west.
 
   “Stay on the road; it will take you to Kersant.”  Wilham said, face serious in the pale light.  “When you reach the city, you will find the Library near the center.   You cannot miss it; it is the large stone building with a domed roof.  Beyond it, the Temple is set upon a small hill, overlooking the city.”  He leaned closer, voice dropping.  “Remember, we have not heard from Kersant in weeks, so you may be riding into trouble.  Be careful and cautious.”
 
   “We will, Brother.”  Hailyn replied.  “You must be careful too.”
 
   “I always am.”  He said with a slight smile.  “May the One grant you success.”
 
   “And you.”  Hailyn said.
 
   With that, Wilham turned his horse north and rode off.  Jake and Hailyn picked up the pace of their horses, settling into a moderate pace.  Though the sun came out from behind the scattered clouds, the temperature stayed cool and pleasant for the rest of the day.  The dark smudge of the Hills grew larger as they approached.
 
   There was little traffic moving along the road.  They saw the several wagons and an occasional rider, but for the most part, they rode alone.  They passed by several small villages, earning curious looks from the residents, but no one stopped them.
 
   The terrain began to change as they made their way west.  The grass began to thin, with more trees dotting the landscape, and the gently rolling plains transitioned into more pronounced hills and hollows.  The ground became rockier, with random rock formations rising from the ground like scattered statues.
 
   As Wilham had said, they reached the hills near dusk.  The hills appeared to be more like small mountains to Jake.  He saw the road began a winding climb into the hills.  He and Hailyn moved off the road into a small stand of trees, setting up camp, hidden from the view of any passersby.  They ate a quick meal as night descended and Hailyn took the first watch as Jake rolled out his blankets and tried to sleep.
 
   The next day seemed as if they were going to climb forever, the going slower than Jake would have liked.  The road continued to rise into the hills, never seeming to descend in any appreciable way.  They did not encounter anyone throughout the day, the noise of their passage seemingly the only sounds in the world, making Jake uneasy.  It was if they were the only two people left on the planet.  He began to worriedly look around, his mind imagining unseen threats, but there was nothing but the two of them.  Finally, they neared the summit as the sun was setting.  Hopefully, we will make better time going downhill. Jake thought.
 
   However, the weather changed in the night.  The clouds gathered, the temperature dropped and a gentle rain began to fall.  Quickly covering up their supplies, Jake was grateful for the cloaks Kal had given them.  They were indeed warm and the rain rolled off the waxy surface.
 
   In spite of the nearly constant rain, they made it to the other side by the late afternoon of the next day.  The rain let up just as they spied the plains beyond, though the clouds covered the sky.  As they crested the last hill, Kersant became visible to them.
 
     Kersant was a small city, nestled at the base of the hills, surrounded by a large stone wall that encircled the city.  The road they were on ran up to the main gates, which were open.  Jake could see the warren of streets and alleys that ran through the stone and wood buildings.  The main street led to the center of the city.  It passed through a wide stone courtyard before leading to a large building sitting on a small hill: the Temple.  On the side of the courtyard was a tall stone building that towered over the nearby buildings.  Jake could easily see the domed roof from this distance.  That had to be the Library of Kersant.
 
   As they rode out of the hills and approached the gate, Jake felt as if the leaden sky was bearing down on him, weighing down his spirit, oppressive in its smothering sameness.  The gray clouds overhead washed out the faint sunlight.  The colors of the world seemed to have faded; everything was now tainted with an ashen hue.
 
   At the city gate, the two soldiers standing guard stopped them.  The men were dressed in chainmail and pointed helms, armed with long pikes and swords on their belts.  They looked wary, their eyes darting behind them, as they brought their pikes down and crossed them, barring their way.
 
   “What business do you have here?”  The soldier on the left asked brusquely.  “We are cautious of outlanders.”
 
   “We have come to seek out the Library.”  Hailyn replied as she undid her cloak, revealing her clerics’ robe.  “Are we not allowed in the city?”
 
   “Forgive me, Sister.”   The man said quickly.  He looked behind him again.  “Are you sure you wish to enter?  It may be better if you return another time.”  He said quietly.
 
   “What is the problem?”  She responded gently.  “I only wish to speak with the librarian.”
 
   Before he could speak, another soldier approached, an officer by his uniform.  He came up, apprising Hailyn and Jake, eyes going wide at the sight of Hailyn’s robes, and turned to the soldiers.
 
   “What is going on, soldier?”  He demanded.  “Why are you blocking their way?”
 
   “Just asking their business.”  The man replied, eyes scanning the city beyond.
 
   “Let them pass, you fool.”  The officer said, his voice sounding nervous.  “We do not want to be known as inhospitable, do we?”
 
   “Of course not, sir.”  The guard answered, his face suddenly turning pale.  He quickly lifted his pike, the other soldier doing the same.  “If you wish to enter, you may.”
 
   “May the blessing of the One be on you.”  Hailyn intoned, raising her hand.  She turned to the officer.  “Can you give us directions to a good inn in the city?”
 
   “Simply follow this street, Sister.”  The man replied.  “The best inn is the Sleeping Lady.  It is near the Library courtyard.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Hailyn said as she and Jake rode into the city.
 
   Jake observed the groups of people standing near the front of many of the buildings, watching them pass.  They would glance towards Jake and Hailyn, and then speak quietly together.  Several hurriedly turned and left when they saw that Jake had noticed them.
 
   He was suddenly uncomfortable, his senses telling him that something was not right here.  He could almost feel the hidden sub-current of fear worming through the city.  What is going on?  He thought worriedly.  He was certain that he would not like finding out the answer.
 
   “Something is screwed up here.”  He told Hailyn quietly.  “Can’t you feel it?”
 
   “Yes, Jake.”  She said softly as she watched the people moving about.  “We need to be cautious, but let’s see if we cannot find out what the runes mean now.  We can always leave and sleep in the woods.”
 
   They headed to the Library, its round dome clearly visible over the rest of the buildings, guiding them.  They entered the wide paved courtyard that covered the area in front of the Library.  As they passed the fountain in the center of the courtyard and stopped near the main doors of the Library, a teenager in white robes came running across the courtyard towards them.  Jake noted that he came from the direction of the Temple.
 
   “Sister, I am Niclos, an apprentice of the Temple.”  He said as soon as he caught his breath.  “Are you a healing cleric?”
 
   “I am.”  Hailyn replied.
 
   “Thanks to the One.”  He said quickly.  “Can you come to the Temple now?  We have injured people, but our last healing cleric left some time ago.”
 
   Hailyn glanced at Jake, who shook his head no.  “I have to go, Jake.”  She said softly.  “I cannot let others suffer when I can help, especially in the Temple.”
 
   “Then I will go with you.”  Jake replied.
 
   “No.”  Hailyn said.  “Find out what we came here for, then join me.”
 
   “I will come back for him, if you wish, Sister.”  Niclos said hurriedly, looking back towards the Temple.  “Please, can we go?”
 
   “We will go, Niclos.”  Hailyn said, leaning down and placing a calming hand on his shoulder.  She looked over to Jake.  “We have to take some risks.”
 
   “I don’t like it, but if we are going to do it, let’s do it.”  He stated.  “I will be there as soon as I can.”
 
   “I will wait for you at the Temple.”  She replied.  She turned to Niclos.  “Lead on, Niclos.”
 
   Jake watched as Hailyn rode off, following Niclos, who took off back towards the Temple at a run.  Shaking his head, he slid off Dontas and tied off the reins at a hitching post near the doors.  He glanced around, the mostly empty courtyard filling him with misgiving.  Get on with it.  He growled to himself.
 
   He climbed the stairs that led to the main entrance, two large wooden doors that were open.  He passed by the stone columns that bracketed the doors and entered the Library, his footsteps echoing softly in the stone entryway.  He paused and looked around.  There were small rooms off to the sides, with the main library directly ahead though a large archway.  The hallway and rooms were lit with a multitude of candles, grouped together in large iron candleholders.  There were at least forty or fifty candles in each holder.  Glancing up, Jake saw that the stone ceiling, at least fifty feet high, was decorated with bright colored stones, arranged in complex mosaics.
 
   He took a deep breath and went into the main library.  The room was huge, its round walls made of polished stone, with the domed roof towering over the center.  There were rows of wooden shelves radiating from the center, like spokes on a wheel, filled with scrolls and books.  Jake noticed the slightly dusty smell in the room, faint but ever-present.  As he made his way to the center of the room, he saw a few people standing around the room.  They seemed startled by his presence and quickly moved off.
 
   In the center of the room, there was an open space with tables and chairs spread about, with candles nearby, lighting the area.  He spotted a man in a dark robe moving about the shelves, returning scrolls.  The man was tall and thin, with a long face topped with unkempt dark hair.  Jake approached him, tapping him on the shoulder to get his attention.  The man jumped and spun around, startled.
 
   “Sorry.”  Jake said quickly, seeing the fear in the man’s brown eyes.  “I didn’t mean to scare you, but I wanted to know if you can help me.” 
 
   The man gained control of himself, studying Jake in his armor, though he glanced nervously around the room before he spoke.  “What assistance do you need?”  The man asked.
 
   Jake pulled out the parchment with the runes.  “I am trying to find the key that will interpret what these runes mean.”
 
   Taking the parchment from Jake, the man looked closely at the runes.  After studying them for some time, he handed the paper back to Jake.  “Follow me.”
 
   The man led Jake over to a table near the rows of shelves.  “Sit and wait here.”  The man said officially.  “I will find you the scrolls you need.”  The man went down one of the rows.
 
   Jake sat down, looking around the library.  He felt a sudden twinge of fear when he realized that he was the only person in the room.  He tried to stay calm, refusing to let his imagination get the best of him.  Shortly, the man returned, carrying several scrolls.
 
   “The runes appear to be from the High Language period.”  The man said as he set the scrolls down next to Jake.  “These scrolls are the common translations from that period.  They should be able to assist you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Jake said as he reached for the nearest scroll.
 
   “I have my duties to attend to, so I will leave you to your research.”  The man said as he turned to leave.  “You may leave them on the table when you are finished.”
 
   Jake nodded as the man walked back into the rows of shelves.  He pulled one of the candleholders close to give him more light, then pulled out the parchment, laying it next to the scroll, and began to look for answers.
 
   …
 
   The Temple reared above Hailyn as she slowly dismounted.  The structure was large, with several smaller buildings attached to the main sanctuary.  The grounds, filled with trees, bushes and other plants, were not well maintained.  That was somewhat troubling to her, but she tried not to judge them too harshly until she had a chance to speak with another cleric.
 
   Noticing that there were few apprentices around the grounds, Hailyn questioned Niclos, who was waiting nervously nearby.  “Where are the clerics, Niclos?”
 
   “Many have left, Sister.”  He said, glancing around.  “The few that remain are in the sanctuary with the wounded and sick.”
 
   “Why did they leave?”
 
   “I should let a cleric tell you.”  He replied as he pushed open the doors on one of the outbuildings.  “Please follow me.”
 
    Despite her misgivings, she followed him into the Temple.  He took her down a long hallway that ended near a large opening on the right that led into the main sanctuary.  “In here, Sister.”  He said as he went down the short steps.
 
   She followed him down, looking cautiously around the main sanctuary as they walked down the center aisle.  The tall stone walls were dimly lit, the wooden benches slightly askew, an unusual odor in the air.  She faced forward and saw the there were people covered with blankets lying on the benches close to the altar.  She noticed a tall figure in clerics robes bending over one of the injured, apparently ministering to them.
 
   She was walking towards the cleric, prepared to assist, when she stopped suddenly, Niclos halting with her.  It had not registered when she first glanced at it, but something was wrong with the altar.  When she looked at it again, she saw the eternal flame was out.  No cleric would allow that to happen!  Shocked, she instinctively called up her power, her shining form chasing away the shadows, and whipped her head around to look at Niclos.
 
   “Forgive me, Sister!”  He cried out.  “I had no choice!”  Spinning on his heel, he turned and ran out of the sanctuary.  She was taken aback, but before she could react, the cleric near the altar spoke.
 
   “Do not hold it against him.  He truly did not have a choice.”  An alien voice, mocking in tone, came from the darkened hood as the figure straightened.  Human hands that ended in claws reached up and pushed the hood back.  Hailyn saw what looked like an attractive woman’s face, complete with wavy black hair, except this woman had pitch black eyes and a mouth full of sharp teeth.  “Have you come to die like all of the others, little cleric?”  The demon taunted, its form suddenly surrounded with dark power.
 
   Hailyn heard movement all around her.  She spun slowly around to see Imps appear in the doorways, cutting off any avenues of escape.
 
   …
 
      Jake ground his teeth in frustration as he felt like he was getting nowhere with the scrolls.  He pushed them back angrily, unable to figure out the runes.  Maybe if the librarian came back, he could get some help.  He rubbed at his temples, trying to calm down and chase off the uncomfortable feeling that had taken hold of his body.
 
   Caught up in his emotions, it took a moment for him to realize the sensation he was feeling.  He sprang to his feet, spinning around.  Across the room from him was an Imp with four men next to it.
 
   “Study time is over for you, boy.”  The Imp sneered.  “Kill him!”  The demon ordered its men.
 
   Jake called up his magic as the men drew their swords and charged at him.  He sent a wave of blue fire racing across the room as he moved away from the table, sweeping over the men and the Imp.  To his shock, while two of the men exploded into ash and the Imp was knocked back, its form smoking, the other two men ran through his magic unharmed.
 
   Shit!  He cursed to himself as he drew his own sword.  His sword was barely out of its sheath when the two men closed with him.  He desperately parried the low thrust on his right while throwing up his armored forearm to block the high attack on his left.  Jake cried out as he felt a ribbon of fire across his left cheek as the man’s sword grazed his face.  At the same time, his sword, sliding along his opponent’s blade, drove into the other man’s thigh and was wrenched out of his hand as the man fell, screaming.
 
   Jake threw himself away from the other man, narrowly dodging a blow, rolling to his feet and drawing his dagger.  Before he could get set, he was struck by a blast from the Imp, knocking him off balance.  Fighting to regain his equilibrium, he launched a blazing azure bolt of power at the Imp, blasting it back into the shelves, which collapsed on top of it in a deafening clatter of collapsing wood.  He was forced to dive away again as the man closed with him, sword slashing.  He bit back a cry of pain as the man’s sword scored along his thigh as he passed.
 
   Jake hobbled back to his feet, as the man attacked again.  If you only have a dagger when facing a man with a sword, close and get inside his guard.  Dominic’s instruction sounded in his mind.  Despite his injured leg, he leapt into the man’s attack.  He felt the man’s sword glance off his breastplate, sliding along his side and cutting into the inside of his left arm.  Once he was past the swordhilt, Jake desperately wrapped his left arm around the man’s right, pinning his sword arm.  The man left hand came up, smashing into Jake’s face and then pushing his head back, trying to dislodged him.  Jake brought his dagger up, slamming it into the man’s unprotected armpit.  The man roared in pain, then bright blood frothed from his mouth.  Jake yanked his dagger out and struck again.  The man shuddered, his strength suddenly gone, and collapsed.
 
   Jake staggered back, looking for more opponents.  He looked at the other man, who was lying still on the ground, Jake’s sword next to him in a pool of blood.  Suddenly, with a loud crash, the Imp threw off the shelves covering it and stood.  Jake did not give it a chance to attack.  He focused a blast of power that tore through the Imp, reducing it to ashes before it could even cry out.
 
     Jake limped over to where his sword was and picked it up.  He saw that the man was dead, his eyes fixed and staring.  Must have hit the femoral artery.  He was moving towards the pile of ash-covered clothes of the half-men, planning to wipe the blood off his sword, when he detected movement behind him.
 
   He spun, bringing his sword up.  The librarian was looking at the destruction with a shocked expression on his face.  He saw the anger on Jake’s face and fell to his knees.  “Please forgive me, young master!”
 
     “You set me up!”  Jake shouted, his anger growing.  He moved closer, bringing his sword up.  “Why should I not believe that you are with them?”
 
   “They would have killed my family if I did not send a message.”  The man pleaded, his face pale, holding his hands up.  “I was told to alert them of any strangers who came to the Library.”
 
   “What the hell are demons doing here?!”  Jake snapped.
 
   “They arrived with their followers nearly two months ago.”  The man said, looking at the ground.  “They killed off the clerics and any who stood against them.  We were told that any caught trying to flee would be killed, along with their families.  We have been trapped since then.”
 
   “Where are they?”  Jake asked, lowering his sword but watching the room for movement.
 
   “The demons have taken over the Temple.”  The man said.
 
   Jake felt himself go cold.  He spun around and ran as fast as his injured leg would allow.  He exited the Library, stopping at the top of the stairs and looked towards the Temple.  In the low light, he saw brilliant flashes of light exploding through the Temple windows.
 
   “Hailyn!!!”  He shouted as he frantically ran to Dontas.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter13]Chapter Thirteen
 
   Trying to dodge the streaks of dark fire that flew from the demons, Hailyn pulled in as much power as she could.  Her form blazed with intense light, as she tried to defend against the demons that attacked her from all sides.  She was buffeted by the black power she could not avoid, the sanctuary reverberating with the sounds clashing magics, as she tried to deflect the demons’ fire raining down on her.  She threw herself to the side, using the benches as cover, and sent a blast of power radiating out in all directions.  She heard the sounds of the Imps being knocked back, but the female demon surged forward, passing through her power, its body encased protectively in ebon fire.
 
   “She’s mine!”  The female demon cried and the attacks ceased from the Imps.  It sneered at Hailyn.  “You are strong, little cleric, but that strength will not help you in the end.”  The demon punctuated its sentence by leveling a massive bolt of power at Hailyn.
 
   She blocked the attack, though it rocked her back on her heels.  She had a momentary twinge of fear; this demon was the most powerful she had ever faced.  She shook off her concern, trying to wrap herself in calm, and then concentrated her might, sending a blaze of clerics’ fire streaking at the demon.  The demon was staggered slightly, its form sizzling from the collision of power.
 
   The demon screamed, that almost-human face twisted in hate, attacking again.  Hailyn shifted, sliding to her right, trying to avoid a direct blast while counterattacking.  The colliding magics, yellow challenging the black, stunned the very air of the Temple, the noise from opposing powers deafening.  The rapid concussions reverberated over and over in the stone hall, magnifying into an overwhelming sound.  They battled for several minutes, with neither able to gain an advantage.
 
   The demon paused momentarily in its attack, changing positions and moving quickly, trying to get a clear angle on Hailyn.  She responded, sliding along the benches to match the demon.  In the sudden quiet, a new voice sounded.
 
   “Are you having trouble, sister?”  A mocking voice said.  Hailyn looked near the altar, her heart sinking, seeing another female demon enter, almost identical to the one she faced, except this one had a silvery mane of hair.  “Can’t you deal with one small cleric?”
 
   “I will finish her quickly enough, sister!”  The demon spat, glaring over at the other one.  “Afterwards, I may teach you a lesson in humility as well.”
 
   The new demon jeered at that, the chilling sound echoing off the walls.  “You will regret the day you try.”
 
   Screaming in anger, the demon attacked again, swinging its fists towards Hailyn, dark fire striking out.  Hailyn deflected the attack and countered.  Her attack knocked the demon back and she followed with another quick strike.  The demon screamed in rage and pain as a trickle of Hailyn’s power was able to penetrate its magical protection.  It moved again, its form smoking, and slashed with its claws at the bench next to it.  The bench shattered into large, jagged pieces.  The demon snatched a piece up and flung it at Hailyn.  She was forced to duck, avoiding the wood as it flew past.
 
   The demon continued to hurl pieces at her, smashing benches as it moved closer, keeping Hailyn off-balance and moving.  Hailyn could not launch an attack, doing everything she could to keep from being struck.  Despite her efforts, she was almost too late, diving away at the last moment, as a large chuck of wood whistled past her head, close enough that an edge of it tugged at her hair.
 
   As she dove, the demon charged, closing with her.  Before Hailyn could react, its power-shrouded clawed hand came down, the demon driving past the conflicting magics, and grabbed her by her right wrist, yanking her up.  Hailyn bit back a cry as the demon’s power burned her.
 
   As quickly as the demon’s hand closed, it sprang open.  The demon let out a scream of agony, releasing Hailyn and leaping back, its hand blistering and smoking.  Hailyn, settling her feet under her, felt a sudden rush of power and a fiery heat on her wrist, different from the demon’s touch.  The heat was present, but did not harm her; in fact, it soothed away the burns.  She looked at her wrist in amazement.  The runes on the bracelet were blazing with white light.
 
   “The Guardian!”  The demon shrieked, clutching its ruined hand.
 
   Hailyn did not hesitate, attacking, her magic seeking the demon.  She felt the power surge through her, her yellow fire streaked with brilliant white.  Her might smashed into the demon, tearing past its protective force, and consumed it.  It gave a final scream, exploding into ash.
 
   “Kill her!”  The other demon shouted, attacking Hailyn.  The Imps responded, dark fire coming at her from all sides.  She attempted to balance her power for defense while still trying to launch attacks on the female demon.
 
   Hailyn was buffeted by the onslaught, the impacts rocking her back and forth.  The female demon was moving, but the constant attacks caused Hailyn to react awkwardly, in spite of desperately trying to keep the demon in front of her.  Off balance, her reaction was too slow when the demon unexpectedly picked up a piece of the broken benches and threw it at her.
 
   The wood slammed into her chest, stunning her, and drove her back into a bench, the impact knocking her breath away.  She fell forward onto the stone floor, landing on her hands and knees, her mind numb and her body unresponsive.  She glanced up and saw the demon sprinting towards her.  She tried to gather her power as the demon leapt into the air, claws extended to tear her apart, but knew she was already too late.
 
   Out of nowhere, a powerful bolt of blue fire streaked past her and stuck the demon, hurling it back.  Scrambling to her feet, she glanced behind her to see Jake standing at the sanctuary entrance, shining like a cobalt star, the ash from the Imps that had been guarding the door settling at his feet.  He had his sword in his hand, but Hailyn saw that he was covered in blood, a nasty cut visible on his cheek.  The Imps began to attack him, forcing him to respond.
 
   She turned back to the female demon, which was rising from the floor.  Hailyn attacked, the steak of yellow-white fire flaring like a piece of the sun, and her might staggered the demon, its body steaming and skin cracking.  She attacked a final time, her magic overwhelming the demon’s defenses, and it exploded into ash.
 
   She immediately targeted the nearest Imps, her power cutting through them.  Jake, limping and gritting his teeth against the pain, moved up next to her, still attacking with his magic.  They stood together in the middle of the Temple, resolute against the demons, the radiance of their powers blending into a greenish halo of light.  Working in tandem, they brought the Light back into the Temple.  They were able to sweep away the demons’ power, quickly defeating the Imps.  As the remaining demons turned to flee, without anything being said, they immediately pursued, catching them and cutting them down.
 
   When they reached the far side of the Temple, they stopped and Jake sheathed his sword.  As they turned to look at each other, Hailyn reached over and quickly healed Jake.  Relief spread over his face as his wounds closed.
 
   “I was so afraid I would not reach you in time, Hailyn.”  Jake said, voice cracking slightly, as he took her hand.  He looked down at her, concern and relief clear in his eyes.  She was surprised when he pulled her into a hug, holding her tight.  “I saw the light of your battle.  I rode as fast as Dontas could move.  I was sure that you would be killed before I could get here to help you.”
 
   She was moved by his admission, happy that he was expressing these feelings towards her.  He held her for a few more moments, then released her, looking somewhat embarrassed by his unexpected display.
 
   “We need to stay together from now on.”  He stated quietly, his cheeks red, looking at everything but her.
 
   “I agree, Jake.”  Hailyn replied, face neutral, but smiling inside.
 
   He blew out his breath.  “We need to make sure that we’ve destroyed all of the demons.  We can’t leave any behind or have any escape to report that we were here.”
 
   “It may be best for us to clear the Temple grounds first, then move back into the city.”  Hailyn suggested. 
 
   His form brightened as he drew in more power.  He looked at her, his blue eyes shining, and gently took her hand, holding it tenderly.  She gave him a smile, which he returned.  He released her hand, his smile turning grim.  “Let’s do this.”
 
   …
 
   When Jake finally woke up, it was late afternoon.  He looked over at Hailyn in the bed across the room, sleeping contently.  He smiled as he watched her sleep.  A thought drifted in his consciousness.  She’s pretty even when she sleeps.  He shook his head, grimacing.  Don’t be a perv. 
 
   He got up quietly, trying not to disturb her, and moved to look out the window.  He saw that the city residents had gathered in the streets, the sound of their jubilation echoing throughout the city.  He was sure that they would be caught up in that when they went outside.
 
   They had spent the rest of the night fighting and moving.  They had cleared the Temple, finding and destroying several Imps that were hiding.  Once they did that, they worked their way towards the Library.  They did not encounter any resistance as they descended the hill.  
 
   When they reached the courtyard, they found out why.  On the far side of the courtyard were the remaining ten demons and their followers, at least two hundred men.  Jake knew that if there were non-altered men in that group, they would simply overwhelm and kill them, as their power could not harm them.  However, they could not turn back as there was no place to run to that would make much of a difference.
 
   Looking for options, Jake saw a ladder leading to the roof of a nearby two-story stone building.  Jake pulled Hailyn over to it, getting her to climb as the demons unleashed their forces against them.   Jake sent a blast of power into the charging men, destroying the half-men in the group.  Jake provided cover for Hailyn as she quickly climbed the ladder, deflecting the demons’ fire while still sending bursts of magic into the charging men. 
 
   Once Hailyn reached the roof and began attacking the demons, Jake scrambled up the ladder.  He reached the roof just as the men reached the bottom of the ladder.  Jake sent another blast down the ladder, but nothing happened as the first men were not half-men.  From the roof, Hailyn was sending wave after wave of clerics’ fire into the demons and crowded men, illuminating the sky as if it was in the middle of a lightning storm.  Under her fire, the half-men in the mass of fighters exploded in ash, decimating their ranks.  But at least one in five of the men were not under the demons’ influence and twenty of them quickly gathered at the base of the ladder.  Jake drew his sword as he continued to attack the half-men, ready to strike down any who reached the roof.  This is like the freaking Alamo.  He thought bitterly.
 
   Watching the men begin to ascend the ladder, Jake knew that he had to keep them off the roof or that would be the end.  Trusting Hailyn to deal with the demons, he stood at the top of the ladder, his sword ready.  He was relieved that the men did not seem to have bows, so he did not have to trust in his armor to give him protection.  He waited, gripping his sword tightly, and unleashing his magic into the crowd of men, hoping that more of them were half-men as they drew close.
 
   As the first man neared the top of the ladder, Jake brought his sword back over his shoulder and struck.  The man fell, screaming, knocking off the other men on the ladder in his descent.  Before they could start back up the ladder, the air was suddenly filled with the sound of horns.  From behind the demons’ force, the local soldiers appeared, pikes and swords at the ready, charging into the fight.  The demons tried to turn their forces to engage this new threat.  Several soldiers were killed as the forces collided, burned by the demons’ fire, before Hailyn directed her power at the demons.  The men below the ladder tried to resist, then flee, as the soldiers swarmed over them. 
 
   Freed from having to defend against the men, Jake joined Hailyn in attacking the demons.  With both of them concentrating their power, they were able to rapidly destroy them.  Once the demons were gone, they laid waste to the remaining half-men while the soldiers fought with the other demon followers.
 
   More quickly than Jake would have thought, the battle was done.  He and Hailyn climbed down, greeted with cheers from the assembled soldiers.  The captain who had been at the gate came up and formally saluted them.  While Hailyn moved to heal the wounded soldiers, he spoke to Jake.
 
   “When we saw the flashes of light from the Temple, we knew that something important was happening.  Yet we were afraid to do anything.”  He looked down, embarrassed.  “Please understand.  We have been living in fear since the demons took control.”  He paused for a moment, and then continued.  “It was when we saw the demons’ followers gathering and moving towards the courtyard, something they had never done before, that we knew we had to act.  With all of them together in one place, we decided it was our only chance to possibly rid ourselves of them.  If we failed, at least we would die fighting like soldiers, not cowering in fright.”
 
   When Hailyn finished healing the wounded, she and Jake accompanied the soldiers as they systematically swept the city to make sure it was clear.  The people appeared stunned as they opened their doors and saw Jake and Hailyn shining brightly in the midst of the soldiers.  Many of the local men grabbed whatever weapon they could find and joined the soldiers.
 
   It was slightly before dawn before it was decided that all of the demons and their followers were destroyed.  With both of them weary from the continuous use of magic, they were given the best room at the Smiling Lady Inn to rest.  Captain Janue, the leader of the soldiers, assured them that they would be undisturbed.
 
   “What is going on, Jake?”  Hailyn’s sleepy voice called over to him.  He turned and saw her slowly sitting up and stretching. 
 
   “Looks like a party.”  He said with a smile.  “I can see a lot of tankards in people’s hands.”
 
   “Should we join them?”  She asked coyly.
 
   “I doubt we will have a choice once we go outside.”  Jake responded, laughing.
 
   He went over and sat on the corner of her bed.  “Are you feeling rested?”  He inquired.  “You did most of the work last night.”
 
   “I’m fine, Jake; thank you for asking.”  She replied, smiling.  “I could use something to eat, though.”
 
   “When you are ready, we can go down and get a bite, then head to the Library to see if we can find out what the runes mean.”  He said.  He stood and went over to start putting on his armor.  “We need to get moving before word of this spreads.”
 
   The innkeeper, a thin and officious man, had dinner served to them in a private room.  Once they were finished, they went outside and headed for the Library.
 
   Along the way, they were greeted with well wishes and tankards of ale.  Jake politely took some drinks from the tankards shoved into his hands while Hailyn simply responded with blessings.  It took them some time to make it through the revealers and reach the Library.  Once inside, they found the man who had been there the night before, cleaning up the area that had been destroyed by Jake’s fight with the Imp.
 
   “Greetings, young master.”  The man welcomed Jake as they came up to him.  “I have heard of the deeds you did last night and extend my thanks.”  He looked over at Hailyn.  “To you as well, Sister.  Can I help you in some way?”
 
   “Call me Jake.”  Jake replied, figuring that after last night, his cover was already blown.  “Actually, I could not find what I needed to about the runes before the demon appeared.”  He pulled out the parchment with the runes.  “Could you help us find out what these mean?”
 
   “It would be my pleasure, Jake.”  The man said as he took the parchment.  “My name is Jolas.  I am the chief librarian.”  He looked at the runes, scratching his beard.  “Please sit down and I will see if I can bring the proper scrolls.”
 
   Jake and Hailyn settled at one of the tables while Jolas rummaged through the library.  He returned shortly with two scrolls, both looking old and fragile.  Pulling over a chair, he sat down and gently unrolled the first scroll.  He studied it in silence, finally shaking his head, then set it aside and opened the second scroll.  After a few minutes of reading, he stopped, looking back and forth between the parchment and scroll. Nodding to himself, he motioned Jake and Hailyn to come closer.  They came and stood behind him, looking over his shoulder.
 
   “You can see that these runes appear to match the runes listed in the scroll.”  He stated, pointing to a section of the scroll.  “This scroll is over six hundred years old and comes from the north.  The closest translation seems to be ‘Island of Nor’.  While I cannot be absolutely sure, I think that it is referring to Nordern Lake.  It is a large lake, about a week’s ride to the north.  It has an island near the center of the lake.  I do know that the runes are not referring to an island in the Inland Sea, so that has to be it.”
 
   “Can you give us directions to this lake?”  Hailyn asked.
 
   “I believe that I have a map that I can give you.”  Jolas said.
 
   He rose and went back into the shelves.  He came back out with a small scroll, which he unrolled and laid on the table.  Jake could see that it was a map that covered the western part of Beragan, from the Inland Sea to the Crescent Hills and north to the Northern Wastes.  To the northwest of the city, almost centered between the Sea, Hills and Waste, he saw a large blue area that had to represent Nordern Lake.
 
   “Can you tell us anything about the lake?”  Jake asked.
 
   “It is in a sparsely populated area, the people mostly farmers and cattle grazers.”  Jolas responded.  “They are a strange people, superstitious and wary of strangers.   There are some who live along the shore of the lake, fishing its depths, but many have left the area over the years.”  He paused.  “I can do more research, if you wish, but that is about all I know.”
 
   “That will not be necessary, Master Jolas.”  Hailyn said.  “The map is sufficient for our needs.”
 
   It was turning dark as they left the Library, working their way through the crowd back to the inn.  When they arrived, they found Captain Janue waiting in the main hall.  He greeted them and directed them to the private room.  Once they were inside and the door closed, he spoke.
 
   “Did you find what you needed?”  He asked politely.
 
   “We did.”  Jake stated.  “Why do you ask?”
 
   “You had mentioned that you were looking for something in the Library, so I had hoped that you were not successful and would be in the city for a little while longer.”  He sighed.  “The city elders have asked me to see if you are willing to stay until the capital can send us clerics to replace the ones killed by the demons.”
 
   “We can’t stay, Janue.”  Jake said after sharing a look with Hailyn.  “It won’t be long before word gets out about what happened here.  I can’t tell you what we are doing, but it is very important.  We need to accomplish it before our enemies find out what we are doing.”
 
   “We have no hold on you.”  He said quickly.  “I will explain it to the elders.  We will keep the gate secured and hope for the best.”
 
   “There may be a cleric named Wilham arriving sometime within the next week or so.”  Jake said to reassure him.  “He was accompanying us, but had to investigate something.  He said he would follow as soon as he was able.  He’s a warrior cleric, so he should be able to help you.”
 
   Janue nodded.  “If you are leaving, is there anything we can do for you?  I can send some soldiers along to protect you, if you wish.”
 
   “Thanks, but the soldiers might attract too much attention.”  Jake said, declining the offer.  “I think all we need is some extra food and water.”
 
   “When will you leave?”  Janue asked.
 
   “First thing in the morning.”  Jake said, glancing at Hailyn, who nodded.
 
   “I will have extra rations prepared and waiting for you.”  Janue responded.  “I will depart now so you can prepare to leave.  Your horses will be saddled and ready to travel by first light.”  With a slight bow, he left the room.
 
   They went back to their room to organize and pack.  A light meal was brought up for them.  After getting everything together and doing some planning while eating, Jake was surprised that he felt the need to sleep.  Deciding not to fight it, he crawled into bed.  Hailyn followed his example, blowing out the candles and climbing into her bed.  Jake tossed for a bit, finally falling asleep.
 
   It was still dark when he woke and found Hailyn already up.  They gathered their belongings and went down to the main hall.  The innkeeper was away, but the cook quickly prepared a hot breakfast for them.  Once they finished, they went outside to find Janue waiting for them with their horses saddled and ready to go.
 
   The temperature was cool, almost cold, as they rode slowly to the city gate.  The eastern sky was lightening, the promise of dawn written in the sky.  When they arrived at the gate, they found soldiers lining both sides of the road.  At Janue’s command, they snapped to attention and saluted with their weapons.
 
   “I pray that you find what you are looking for.”  Janue said to them quietly.  “Know that you will always be welcomed here.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Jake replied.
 
   “May the blessings of the One shine on you and your city, Captain.”  Hailyn added.
 
   “And you as well, Sister.”  Janue said with a nod of his head.  “Safe travels.”
 
   When Jake and Hailyn rode towards the gate, Janue stood in his saddle and shouted.  “Hail to the servants of the One and our saviors!  Hail!”
 
   “HAIL!”  The soldiers shouted in unison, shaking the weapons as they rode past.  “HAIL!”
 
   With the sound of the soldiers’ cheers echoing behind them, Jake and Hailyn turned their horses north and rode away in the dawn of a new day.


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter14]Chapter Fourteen
 
   Dominic stood next to Shadow, gently stoking the horse’s neck, hidden from any passerby’s sight by the overhanging branches of the forest.  They had stopped to rest the horses again, the uneven ground under the trees making the travel slow and tiring for their mounts.  Behind him, he could hear the soft conversation between Moshanna and Taric as the cleric examined their horses.
 
   Dominic was gazing across the gently sloping ground towards the main north-south highway, the way he would have preferred to travel.  The forest ended abruptly, its edge clearly defined from logging and the animal grazing that had occurred over the long years.  It formed the western border of the great valley that ran the greater part of Aletonia, stretching between the Gray Ridges and the costal mountains.  It was the main farming area of the country; mostly open fields with little villages dotting the valley floor, many near the main road.
 
   After they had left the Keep and crossed the Gray Ridges, following a little-used mountain pass, Moshanna had been adamant that they should stay in the forest.  He argued that it was better to travel unseen, albeit slower, than have to explain their purpose to every passing patrol.  While Dominic was not convinced of the logic, this was Moshanna’s country, so he had deferred to his judgment.
 
   There is something that he is keeping to himself.  Dominic thought.  While he trusted the man, he could sense a deeper reason was behind Moshanna’s reluctance to travel openly.
 
   He glanced back at the two, the contrast in personalities striking.  Moshanna was dressed in his armor, with a rough hooded cloak hanging from his shoulders, while Taric was back in his brown cleric’s robe, his chainmail hidden beneath.  Moshanna, his dark face serious and alert, was listening politely as Taric, a broad smile across his face, was attempting to get Moshanna to laugh at his jokes.
 
    Shaking his head, Dominic returned to his study of the road.  As he gazed out at the valley, his left hand coming to rest lightly on his swordhilt, the touch seemed to direct his thoughts back to the short time that they spent at the Keep.
 
   They had passed though the Keep’s main gate in the late afternoon of the second day following Jake and Hailyn’s departure.  After a short report from the guards, they rode directly into the main chamber of the Keep, the carriage carrying Tomaris and Taric stopping next to the stairs.  Several of Moshanna’s soldiers arrived and took the horses to the stables while he, Moshanna and Taric had joined Tomaris in his dining hall.  Dinner was brought and after they had finished eating, Tomaris spoke.
 
   “With Jake and young Hailyn searching the northern prospect, you will go south.”  The old man had said.  “There are clues that indicate that a possible location of the sword is in the far south of Aletonia, near the Southern Wilds.  There was a word that was repeated in several of the clues - Parshis.  It took me some time, but I finally determined that this is a reference to the ancient ruins currently known as Parshalthia.  These ruins of a long-lost city are located deep in the rocky hills that border the Wilds.”
 
   “I have heard of that place.”  Moshanna said.  “Most travelers know to avoid it.  It is said that if you enter that city, you will never come out.”
 
   “Which makes it an ideal place to hide the sword.”  Tomaris replied.  “It is possible that our enemies have taken steps to encourage that reputation to keep the clerics and others away.”
 
   “If there are demons there, shouldn’t we have more clerics than myself?”  Taric asked.  “I am not afraid of facing demons, but if there are enough present, I will not be able to stand against them.”
 
   “You might find nothing but long-abandoned buildings and dust.”  Tomaris said reassuringly.  “However, if you can determine that the sword is there, then you will need to recruit additional allies.  Perhaps the Aletonian clerics would assist.”
 
   “That assumes we don’t get ourselves killed before we can send such a request.”  Taric replied sarcastically, a grim smile on his face.
 
   “I have the utmost confidence in your abilities.”  Tomaris said pleasantly.  “Besides their fighting skills, Dominic knows how our enemies think and act while Moshanna knows the people and the land in which you travel.  You are strong in your power, giving them protection from the dark power of the demons.  Keep your faith in the Creator.”
 
   Tomaris stood.  “You should rest.  You will leave tomorrow night, slipping out while the Keep sleeps.  While I am confident that our enemies cannot penetrate the Keep, it is prudent to assume that they have informants watching it.”
 
   Dominic and Taric had been given rooms near where he and Jake had stayed during their time at the Keep.  Dominic had taken advantage of the bath to clean up.  When he had come out to the main room, drying off, there had been a gentle knock on the door.  He cracked open the door to see Tomaris standing in the hallway.
 
   “May I come in?”  The old man had asked.
 
   Dominic nodded, stepped aside and allowed him to enter.  Tomaris had gone over to sit on the edge of the bed across from the desk.  Dominic retreated into the bath area, putting on a clean shirt and pants and returned.  He pulled the chair away from the desk, his sword belt hanging over the back of the chair, and sat down.
 
   “I do not mean to interrupt your relaxation, but I wanted to speak with you alone.”  Tomaris said once he had settled.
 
   “What do you wish to say?”  Dominic asked.
 
   “You have the most experience dealing with our enemies.”  The old man replied, staring into Dominic’s eyes.  “While Moshanna and Taric are confident in their skills and power, they will naturally look to you for leadership.  I know why you refuse healing if you can, but in this quest, I must ask you to allow Taric to heal you.  Your battle knowledge may be critical for success.  This quest is more than simply helping the child return home.  With the Guardian’s sword, we may have a tool to rid this world of the demons and their influence.  Think of all of the innocents that may be spared the terror that the demons bring if we succeed.”  He paused for a moment.  “Will you give me your word that you will accept healing?”
 
   “I will accept healing, if refusing would prevent me from continuing.”  Dominic replied directly.  “I will not accept it for minor or trivial wounds.”
 
   “That will be sufficient.”  Tomaris said quietly.  He continued gently.  “Someday, I hope that you will be able to let go of your pain and stop punishing yourself.  Some things are beyond our control, no matter how much we think otherwise.”
 
   “Only death will release me from my loss.”  Dominic stated bluntly.
 
   “As you will, Dominic.”  Tomaris said, nodding his head.  “I do not wish you to be angry with me.  Please forgive me if I have caused you any additional hurt.”
 
   “There is nothing to forgive, Tomaris.”  Dominic said with a wave of his hand.  He smiled briefly.  “Jonas has been saying the same things to me for years.”
 
   They sat in silence for a few moments.  Dominic was content to wait until the old man spoke.
 
   “May I see your sword?”  Tomaris asked suddenly, holding out his hand.  “I would like to see how the Mastersmith used the formula I gave Jonas.”
 
   Shrugging, Dominic reached behind him and drew his sword, handing it to Tomaris.  The old man sat there studying the blade for a bit, running his fingers over it, eyes sharp, looking closely at the metal.  He turned it over in his hands, then held it out to Dominic, hilt first.
 
   “That is marvelous work; he is a skilled craftsman.”  Tomaris said as Dominic took the sword.  When he pulled it back, he saw a trace of blood on it.  Tomaris looked down at his hand, a small cut visible on his palm.  “You keep it sharp as well.”  He said with a chuckle.
 
   Tomaris reached out with his robe sleeve and quickly wiped the blood off the blade.  He pulled out a piece of cloth from his robe, wrapping his hand as Dominic put away the sword.  “The curse of old age: slow reflexes.”  Tomaris said wirily, rising from the edge of the bed.  “I will let you get some rest and see you off tomorrow night.”
 
   The following night, after the Keep had gone to sleep, Dominic, Moshanna and Taric went down to the stables.  They were saddling their horses when Tomaris appeared and went over to Moshanna.  Even though they spoke softly, Dominic was able to hear what they said in the quiet of the night.
 
   “I know that you do not wish this trip, my son.”  Tomaris said, laying a hand on his shoulder.  “You are needed or I would not ask it of you.”
 
   “I have pledged to obey you.”  Moshanna had responded.  “I go where you command, Tomaris.”  
 
   Tomaris simply nodded, then stood by, waiting until they were saddled and ready to ride.  He stepped close and said.  “If you are successful, there may be a new dawn in this world.  Trust and protect each other.  Look for allies along the way.  May the blessings of the Creator go with you.”
 
   They had ridden out through a secret tunnel that emerged deep in the Gray Ridges.  Moshanna led them through the mountains and into the forest without incident.
 
   A wagon appeared on the road below, bringing Dominic out of his memories.  He was about to turn to speak with the others when something about the wagon stopped him.  He looked at it closely, the figures small at this distance.  He saw a rider on a horse in front of the wagon, with a slim man and a large man riding the wagon.  As he watched, he could just make out the white hair on the slim man.
 
   He swung up into Shadow’s saddle.  He glanced over at the other two, who were looking curiously at him.  “Wait here.”  He said shortly as he rode into the forest, paralleling the road.
 
   …
 
   Martis was lost in thought as Ranech drove the horses, Frader riding a little ahead of the wagon.  He was trying to figure out how he could recover from where he had fallen.  He just knew that he needed to get somewhere safe.  Ever since they had fled that cursed town Numaria, he had been calling in his accounts and cashing out.  He had closed his accounts in Beragan, collecting the gold that was safely stored in the wagon’s secret compartment.  They had ridden into Aletonia, cautiously making their way south, stopping at villages or towns only when they needed supplies or where he had interests.  His caution was well founded, as his former business partner had made abundantly clear.  He felt a surge of anger and fear as his mind drifted back to those events.
 
   Just two days ago, they had stopped at Jaquin’s store in a medium sized town north of where they currently were.  He and Martis had ties that stretched back years, ties that had been profitable for both.  After some haggling, Martis had sold him his shares of the outstanding business they still had together.  Jaquin had driven a hard bargain, sensing Martis’ desire to be gone, and purchased the shares for a fraction of their worth.  Martis had hated to sell for the price he did, but he wanted to sever all of the ties that could lead back to him.
 
   Jaquin had invited them back to his home, which was on the outskirts of town, asking that they join him for a meal before they leave.  They had arrived at Jaquin’s home, a large wooden structure with a stone fireplace, simple but elegantly constructed, befitting a relatively successful merchant.  They sat in the living area, drinking wine while Jaquin’s wife, a pleasant and attractive woman in a dress that emphasized her large bosom, and their son, a thin boy in his mid-teens, prepared the evening meal.  When they finally sat down to eat, Jaquin sent his son out on an errand.
 
   “Just something that needs to be done tonight.”  Jaquin said when he saw Martis frown at the departing lad.  “The boy can eat when he finishes his duties.”
 
   It was after the meal, as Jaquin and he were sitting in two overstuffed chairs, sipping more wine and talking, when Martis figured out what the errand was about.
 
   “Martis, I heard a disturbing report the other day.”  Jaquin said as he absently swirled his wine in his cup, his eyes sharp and predatory.  “A customer was talking about how a man was wanted in Sanduas for consorting with demons.”
 
   Martis stiffened, glancing over at Ranech and Frader, who were talking and flirting with Jaquin’s wife in the next room.  He tried to cover it by coughing, but he could tell that Jaquin had seen his movement.
 
   “He pulled out the description and showed me.  There is quite a large reward offered to whoever brings in an older white-haired man, posing as a merchant.  He is said to be accompanied by two hired hands.”  Jaquin said quietly.  His face had a cruel smile on it, greed in his eyes.  “You can imagine my surprise when I realized that it was none other than my old business partner.”
 
   Terror coursing through his body, Maris lashed out and smashed his cup into Jaquin’s face, sending him tumbling out of his chair, while crying out to Frader and Ranech.  He heard Jaquin’s wife begin to scream, which cut off when Ranech wrapped his arm around her throat and squeezed.  Frader ran over and, at Martis’ nod, thrust his knife into Jaquin’s chest as he was trying to get off the carpet.  He groaned and shuddered, then sank back to the floor, his blood spreading its dark stain across the light carpet.  Ranech squeezed and twisted his arm, breaking Jaquin’s wife’s neck.  She collapsed when he released her, a crumpled heap on the floor.
 
   Panting from fear, Martis had ordered them out.  Frader overturned some lanterns as they raced out to the wagon, setting the house ablaze.  As they rode away, angling away from the town, they caught a glimpse of soldiers riding along the road, torches held high, heading to Jaquin’s.  They rode as fast as the night would allow, circling back to the road and riding through the night.  We can head to the far south and ride over the mountains into the city-states.  He thought.  I can find a place to hide out there.  Hopefully. 
 
   Shaking his head and returning to the present, he wondered again how this all happened.  Ever since he had been dragged into the search for that boy, his life had been turned upside down.  He was cut off from his familiar haunts, could not trust anyone anymore, and was now a wanted man.  Worse of all, he was now known as working with the demons, the thing he had kept hidden for all these years.  Cursing silently to himself, he thought.  I do not see how this could get any worse.
 
   Glancing up, as if summoned by his statement, the thing that had given him nightmares materialized.  It took the shape of a large warrior, scarred face cold and hard, riding a black warhorse, coming out of the woods and blocking their path.
 
   …
 
   Taric stood with Moshanna, watching as Dominic rode out and confronted the wagon.  He saw the man on the horse in front of the wagon draw his sword and charge Dominic, ignoring the cries of one of the men on the wagon.
 
   “Idiot.”  He heard Moshanna say quietly next to him.
 
   Dominic’s sword flashed, catching the sunlight as he drew it.  He rode into the man’s charge, sword slashing as they passed.  Taric saw the man sway, then slide out of his saddle, tumbling to the ground.
 
   Riding forward, Dominic pointed his sword as the two men on the wagon, dark spots of blood on the blade.  Taric was too far away to hear what he said, but saw the men throw their knives and other weapons in the back of the wagon.  He watched as the large man climbed down and picked up the fallen man, carrying the body and setting it in the wagon as well.  Dominic had taken the reins of the fallen man’s horse.  He pointed with his sword towards where Taric and Moshanna were standing.  The wagon turned and headed across the field in their direction, Dominic riding behind them.
 
   …
 
   Once the wagon was in the safety of the woods, Dominic dismounted.  He saw that Moshanna had drawn his sword and was standing ready if the men made any moves.  He strode up to the wagon, looking up at the men.
 
   “Get down.”  He ordered, face set and his eyes like ice.
 
   He watched them scramble down.  When they were on the ground, he ordered them to kneel down and looked over at Moshanna.
 
   “If they try to move, kill them.”  He stated, Moshanna giving him a short nod in return.
 
   He went over and inspected the wagon.  There were some supplies surrounding the dead man in the wagon bed, but nothing of real value.  He crawled under the bed, taking his dagger and tapping the hilt on the wooden planks.  He noticed a slight difference in sound towards the middle of the bed as compared to the sides.  He slid out from under the wagon and went over to the men.
 
   “I know that there is a compartment built into the wagon bed.”  He said as he stared down at the white-haired man.  “You will open it or I burn the wagon to the ground to get inside.”
 
   The man nodded fearfully and, at Dominic’s gesture, went under the wagon and opened the hidden compartment.  He scrambled back next to the large man when Dominic pointed.
 
   Dominic crawled back under the wagon and look inside the compartment.  He saw several large pouches shoved towards the front of the compartment.  He pulled one out, feeling the weight and hearing the clicking of coins.  He opened it to see it filled with gold and silver coins.  He shoved it back in and closed the hatch.
 
   “Cleric, see if they are under the influence of the demons.”  He told Taric.
 
   Taric nodded, his form suddenly shining, and placed his hand on the white-haired man.  Nothing happened.  He repeated the process with the fat man with similar results.  Stepping back, Taric said.  “They are normal men, Dominic.”
 
    “Merchant, you will now tell me everything you know about what the demons are doing.”  Dominic stated as he knelt in front of the man.  “You do not want me to have to pull answers from you.”  The man flinched.
 
   Haltingly at first, the man began speaking.  He claimed that he was forced by the demons to do what he did.  He thought tracking down Jake was his only mission.  He claimed to not know that the demons would attack the city.  He was ordered to follow Dominic and Jake to Numaria.
 
   Dominic was sure that the man was hiding more, but they did not have time to spend interrogating him.  He stood, knowing what he needed to do.  He glanced over at Moshanna, who caught his meaning and nodded.
 
   Taric also saw the look.  “No, Dominic!”  He said as he placed himself in front of the men.  “I will not allow you to murder these men.”
 
   “In their own words, they have admitted to consorting with demons.”  Dominic said sharply.  “They helped the demons attack the city.  We cannot keep them with us and I will not release them back into the world.”
 
   “Then we must turn them over to the Aletonian authorities.”  Taric said resolutely.  “I am a servant of the One.  These men may be followers of the demons, but they are men; you saw me examine them.  They should answer for their crimes, but it must be by trial.  That way, they may have a chance to reflect on their transgressions and make amends with the One prior to any punishment.  I am concerned for their eternal spirits, not their physical bodies.”
 
   “Clerics.”  Dominic said, shaking his head, resigned.  He looked over at Moshanna.  “What do you think?  Can we find a way to get them to a local garrison?”
 
   Dominic saw Moshanna grimace, then nod his head slowly.  “We can take the road.”  He finally said.  “We will encounter a village large enough to have a garrison.”
 
   “Is there a problem with that?”  He asked, noticing the reluctance.
 
   Sighing, Moshanna looked over at him.  “When I left Aletonia and went to serve Tomaris, I left behind some enemies.”  He said quietly.  “That is why I wanted to pass through the country with minimal contact.  If my enemies know I am here, there will be trouble.”
 
   “We will try to keep this short.”  Dominic replied, looking over toward Taric.  “If you are going to insist on this.”
 
   “I am.”  Taric stated.
 
   He faced the kneeling men.  “The cleric has saved your life today.”  He said, voice emotionless.  “You will ride in the wagon, following me, until we reach the garrison.  If you make any attempt to flee, I will end you both, despite anything the cleric says.  Is that clear?”  The men fearfully nodded their understanding.
 
   Shortly, they were riding out of the forest and taking the road south.  Dominic took the lead, with Taric and Moshanna following behind the wagon.  Moshanna pulled up his hood, hiding his face as they rode forward.
 
   It was near dark when they finally reached the village of Arpetigo.  The village was spread out on either side of the road, the buildings made of wood with stone foundations.  They received some curious looks, but no one stopped them.  Near the south end of the village, Moshanna told them, was one of the roads that ran east towards the capital.  At the junction of the roads was the fortress of the local garrison, a squat stone building with large wooden gates.  The gates were open and a pair of soldiers were lighting torches on either side of the gates.  Dominic led them to the gates, stopping when a guard stepped into the middle of the path, holding up his left hand, palm out.
 
   “Identify yourself and state your business.”  The soldier said, tone brisk and businesslike.  He was dressed in armor, chainmail encasing his arms and legs, with a breastplate over his chest.  He had a long sword belted around his waist and a round steel helm covering his head.  He held a long wooden spear in his right hand; the tip was a wicked looking barbed steel point.  
 
   “I am Dominic of Sanduas and I bring captives to turn over to the queen’s justice.”  Dominic replied formally.
 
   “Lord Demonhunter.”  The man said, eyes going wide and bowing.  “I am Sergeant Sefan Riverborn.  It is my honor to greet you.”
 
   “Demonhunter, Sergeant?”  Dominic inquired.
 
   “That is the name which we honor you with here.”  Riverborn replied.  “Word of your endless fight against the demons has reached the ears of the people.  You have much honor and are held in high esteem.  If I may be so bold, by the queen even, some say.  How may I assist you?”
 
   “These men on the wagon are wanted in Sanduas for working with the demons.”  Dominic stated.  “They helped in the attack on the city, giving the demons vital information.  I cannot escort them back to Sanduas and my friend the cleric insists that they be tried.  We trust that you can hold them and see if the queen will send them back to Sanduas or try them herself.”
 
   The man’s eyes had gone flat while listening to Dominic.  He glared at the men sitting on the wagon.  “We have no use for those that consort with demons.”  Riverborn stated bluntly.  “But I will honor your request and hold them.  I will dispatch a rider to the capital to see what my commanders wish done.”
 
   He turned and called for more soldiers.  Eight men, similarly dressed and armed, came out of the fortress.  They took up positions around the wagon.
 
   “Can I offer your party a place to stay for the night?”  Riverborn asked.  “The accommodations are basic, but clean.”
 
   “Thank you, Sergeant, but we will find an inn.”  Dominic began.
 
   As he spoke, Moshanna’s horse moved, shifting to the side, pulling Riverborn’s eye to him.  He caught a glimpse of Moshanna’s dark face beneath the hood.
 
   “Who is this man, Lord Demonhunter?”  Riverborn demanded.  “You are not known to have Aletonian companions.”
 
   Before Dominic could respond, Riverborn strode past him and stopped in front of Moshanna.  “Identify yourself.”  He demanded.
 
   Moshanna did not respond.  At Riverborn’s signal, the nearby soldiers lowered their spears, the sharp steel aimed at Moshanna.  Riverborn used his spear to push back Moshanna’s hood, revealing his face, which had a resigned look on it.  At the sight, Dominic heard Riverborn’s sharp intake of breath.  The soldiers kept their spears on Moshanna as Riverborn returned to confront Dominic.
 
   “Do you know who this man is, Demonhunter?”  Riverborn asked, face unhappy.  “You are known to have great honor, so I do not believe that you would knowingly associate with a traitor of the realm.”
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   “A traitor?”  Dominic said, incredulous.  “How has he betrayed Aletonia?”
 
   “He ran from his honor, pledged before the queen.”  Riverborn replied, glaring at Moshanna.  “Betraying your word to the queen is the same as betraying the queen herself.”
 
   “What now, Sergeant?”  Dominic asked.  “He is my companion and I will not abandon him.”
 
   “He must be taken to the capital to face the judgment of the queen, Lord Demonhunter.”  Riverborn stated.  “You may accompany him, if you wish.”
 
   “We will.”  Dominic said, looking over at Taric, who nodded.
 
   “I must insist that you stay here tonight.”  Riverborn said.  “We will leave at first light.”  He looked back at Moshanna.  “Since you have claimed him as a companion, I will not relieve him of his weapons, if you will pledge his cooperation.”
 
   “Before you agree, know what that means.”  Riverborn said quickly, holding up his hand to forestall Dominic.  “Since he is deemed a traitor, his word means nothing.  If you pledge for him, you are guaranteeing his proper conduct.  If he were to try to escape or turn on my soldiers, you would be expected to kill him to preserve your honor.  If you were to aid in his escape, you would be attainted with his crime and be deemed an enemy of the realm.”  He paused.  “Do you still wish to pledge your word?”
 
   “I do, Sergeant.”  Dominic replied.
 
   “Very well.”  Riverborn said, motioning for his men to lower their weapons.  “I will have a space set aside for you and food brought.”  He nodded over at the wagon, a grim look on his face.  “The demon followers will get the cells tonight.”
 
   “That sounds too fine for me, but I will defer to your judgment, Sergeant.”  Dominic said, looking over at the wagon and seeing the white-haired merchant quail.
 
   They were led into the fortress, its stark gray stone walls rising around them to form a courtyard.  In the center of the courtyard stood a squat building built from the same stones.  It was a single story with defensive battlements constructed around the roof.  In the center of the building was a set of heavy wooden doors, bound in steel.  There were thin vertical slits built into the walls of the building to allow for archers to shoot out.
 
   Near the far wall, Dominic saw that there were several steel cages.  They were small, only around three feet by three feet, with a low ceiling only about four feet high, forcing whoever was in it to bend over or kneel.  The dirt floor was covered with a light dusting of straw, with barely enough room to lie down if you curled up.  Dominic watched as the merchant and his man were taken over and tossed roughly into those cells.
 
   They dismounted in front of the doors of the main building, allowing their horses to be taken away to the stable.  When they entered, Dominic saw that the room inside was austere, the walls plain and unadorned, with some iron braziers for light and warmth and a few pieces of rough-hewn wooden furniture spread about.  There were two hallways on either side of the room.  Riverborn led them to the one on the right and down the hallway to another door.  He opened the door to reveal a small room with several wooden pallets on the floor and a small table with a lantern on it.  The pallets were covered with thin cloth mattresses stuffed with straw.
 
   “I apologize for the accommodations, Brother Cleric and my lord.”  Riverborn said.  “These are quarters for soldiers, so there is not much comfort to be found.”
 
   “We have all slept in worse places, Sergeant.”  Dominic replied.  “This will be satisfactory.”
 
   “Do you have any men that need a cleric’s attention, Sergeant?”  Taric offered.  “I would be more than happy to help them.”
 
   “I do, Brother.”  Riverborn told him.  “We have not seen a cleric in some time, so your assistance would be welcomed.  Please follow me.”
 
   Once Taric and Riverborn left, Dominic sat down on a pallet and motioned Moshanna to do the same.  Once he sat down, Dominic spoke.
 
   “What is this all about, Moshanna?”  He said quietly.  “I find it hard to believe that you would betray anyone, least of all the queen.”
 
   Moshanna, his dark face pensive, sat still for a few moments before replying.  “In Aletonia, a man’s honor is considered sacred, his word a bond that cannot be broken.  In this case, it is true that I broke my word, one pledged before the queen.”
 
   “Why?”  Dominic asked softly.
 
   “Many years ago, my father was an officer in the army.”  Moshanna said.  “This was in the time when the queen’s father was still king.  The king had four siblings, two sisters and two brothers.  The king’s youngest brother served in the army in the same command as my father.  Over time, they became friends, despite the fact that my father was a commoner.  During a battle with the demons and their followers, my father saved the prince’s life when his unit was overrun.  My father rushed his men in, battling their way through the demons’ followers to the prince, and pulled him out.  When they returned to the capital, the prince persuaded the king to make my father a noble.  While he was a minor noble, his closeness with the prince made him popular at court.”
 
   “He continued his close friendship with the prince throughout his life.  The prince married late in life and I was four when his daughter, Sharin, was born.  Over the years, our families stayed close and I was in many ways like an older brother to Sharin.  When I turned seventeen, I joined the army, following in my father’s footsteps.  I had been stationed in the remote reaches of the country for several years before I was transferred back to the capital.  When I did return, I found Sharin to be a woman grown, beautiful and gracious.  We renewed our friendship, but over time it became something more.  Our feelings deepened and we found ourselves in love, something neither of us had anticipated.  We kept it secret, for she was part of the royal family, bound up in the politics of court, which made our love problematic to say the least.”
 
   Moshanna paused, his eyes far away, and then continued.  “By this time, the old king had died and the queen was new upon her throne.  The nobles jockeyed amongst themselves, each house trying to get close to the queen to gain advantage.  Darrius Oceansong, the eldest son from one of the most powerful houses, took an interest in Sharin.  She was a grand prize for any house that she married into as she a cousin to the queen, with royal blood, though not in the line of succession.  Darrius was a few years older than me, with a reputation as a skilled swordsman, though he was also known for his ambition, as well as his cruelty.”  He sighed.  “Somehow, he found out about Sharin and I.”
 
   “It was during a public audience with the queen when he asked her for Sharin’s hand.  He was looking at me when he spoke the words, a smile on his face, and I realized then that he knew.  Before the queen could respond, my passion overcame me and I challenged him, proclaiming my love of Sharin and my desire to wed her.”  He looked over at Dominic, face now grim.  “I claimed that my honor was at stake.  Matters of honor among the noble families are settled through duels to the death.  We both pledged before the queen to meet in combat, with the victor gaining the right to ask for Sharin’s hand.  While his reputation with the sword would have stopped any other, I was not going to surrender my love.  The queen accepted my challenge and bound us to meet in three days time to settle our dispute.”
 
   “The night before the duel, as I was saying my prayers in the Temple, Sharin came to me.  She told me that her confidants had found out that, if I were to triumph, Darrius’ family would move to avenge his death by killing me and my parents, as well as my younger sister and her family.  Crying and clinging to me, she begged me to flee, despite my honor, to save my life.  She told me that she could not bear to be the reason for my death.  She said she would rather endure being Darrius’ wife, knowing I was alive, than see me taken from this world.  I tried to reason with her, telling her I was unafraid, but, inside, I was also torn by the threat to my parents and sister.”
 
   Moshanna sadly shook his head.  “So, in the end, I gave way to her wishes and fled.  I knew that I would be attainted as a traitor when I did not present myself at the arena, so I took a horse and rode away from the capital.  Due to my shame, I choose not to see my parents, but Sharin told me that she would inform them of the true reason why I left.  I rode to the Gray Ridges, losing myself in the mountains.  I made my way over the passes, with no real direction or purpose.  I was near the Keep when I encountered Tomaris, who was returning from one of his quests.  He invited me into the Keep, listened to my story and offered me a place within his Guard.  That was nearly ten years ago.”
 
   “Ten years?”  Dominic asked.  “How did Riverborn recognize you after all this time?”
 
   “All soldiers are given descriptions of those deemed traitors, especially those that betrayed the queen.”  Moshanna said.  “It is considered a great honor to return a traitor to face the queen’s justice.  Due to the circumstances of my betrayal, it is likely that my description is near the top of any traitor’s list.”
 
   “So why didn’t you stay behind?”  Dominic demanded.  “Surely, we could have found someone else to lead us through Aletonia.”
 
   “Tomaris insisted that I needed to go, so here I am.”  Moshanna replied.  “I was concerned that I would be a liability on this mission, but he dismissed that.  I told him that I thought he was making a grave mistake, but I swore myself to him when he gave me a place in his Guard, so I obeyed his wishes.”
 
   “What will happen to you when we arrive at the capital?”  Dominic inquired.  “I cannot see a good end to this.”
 
   “As Riverborn said, I will be taken before the queen.”  Moshanna said, shrugging his shoulders.  “It will be up to her, but the headsman is the likely outcome.”
 
   “I will see if I can reason with her.”  Dominic said.  “I am known to her, so she may listen.”
 
   “We’ll see.”  Moshanna said, looking resigned.
 
   The next morning, with the sun still below the horizon, they left the fortress and began the ride to the capital.  The merchant and his man were bound hand and foot and placed in the wagon bed, with one of Riverborn’s soldiers driving the wagon.  Dominic rode up near Riverborn, with Moshanna and Taric right behind them.  There were two soldiers riding ahead of Dominic as the advance guard and four soldiers riding behind the wagon.
 
   “How far to the capital, Sergeant?”  Dominic asked as they rode.
 
   “We will make it across the valley by early afternoon and should be able to navigate the coastal hills before dark.”  Riverborn replied.  “Danelias is on the other side of the hills.”
 
   The valley, dotted with farms and animal ranches, rolled by as they rode east.  The weather was mild, with scattered white clouds drifting overhead.  By mid-morning, a greenish smudge grew on the horizon as they drew closer to the costal hills.  When they arrived at the hills, Dominic saw that they were small, similar to the hills west of Sanduas, though they were covered in a green grass with only a few trees dotting the land.  As they rode through the hills, the hint of salt air began to grow more prominent.  With the sun at their backs, low in the western horizon, they crossed the last ridge.
 
   Down the slope of the hill, Danelias, the capital, spread out in front of them.  The city was built along the shoreline of the Outer Ocean.  It had wide streets the crisscrossed the city, with stone buildings built along their paths.  Dominic noticed that the buildings were more crowded near the water, with larger buildings to the north.  He also spotted the palace, built on a rise to the north, overlooking the rest of the city.  It had delicate spires rising from the corners of the wall that surrounded it, the building itself made of a light-colored stone that caught the light of the setting sun.  Near the center of the city was a large arena, its oval shape standing out from the rest of the buildings.  To the south, he saw another large building that was built near the water, surrounded by a green garden.
 
   “What is that building, Sergeant?”  Dominic asked, pointing.
 
   “That is the Temple, my lord.”  He replied.
 
    Dominic nodded and returned to studying the city.  It was hemmed in to the north and south where the hills ran into the ocean, the sides facing the sea worn down into shear cliffs.  There was a natural breakwater to the north, where a rocky outcropping jutted south.  A man-made breakwater was build, extending from the southern hills north to create a large harbor.  Two large stone towers were built at the ends of the breakwaters, serving as lighthouses and defensive positions at the harbor opening.  In the harbor, Dominic saw at least a dozen sailing vessels and three large wooden ships that looked like warships.
 
   The city itself was protected by a large stone wall that ran from the northern cliff, curving towards the hills, then back to the southern cliff.  The road they were on ran towards the main gates.  Strong battlements and an open field that prevented any enemy from advancing unseen protected the gates themselves.
 
   They continued on, riding through the gates.  In the open courtyard beyond the gates, a soldier on horseback halted them.  He was a middle-aged man, tall and slim, with a dark complexion and jet-black hair.  He was dressed in a similar fashion as Riverborn’s soldiers, but his armor was finer, with a golden stripe on the left shoulder of his breastplate.  Riverborn gave him a salute, which was returned.
 
   “Where are you going, Sergeant?”  The soldier demanded.  “Who are these foreigners?”
 
   “I am bringing the traitor Deepwood to the palace to face the queen’s wrath, Captain.”  Riverborn stated, pointing at Moshanna.  “This is Dominic of Sanduas and Brother Taric.  They are companions of Deepwood and have pledged themselves to him.  The two in the back of the wagon are accused by Lord Dominic to be followers of the demons.  I was bringing them to face the queen as well.”
 
   “I will send a rider to inform the queen.”  The soldier said.  He beckoned over another soldier on horseback and sent him riding off towards the palace.   The officer turned back to them.  “You have brought much honor upon yourself, Sergeant.  Have your men wait here.  I will have my soldiers provide an escort to the palace.”
 
   “Welcome, Lord Dominic.”  The man said, nodding his head.  “I am Captain Renral Stoneworth.  I have heard the stories of your endless pursuit of the demons.  It will be my honor to escort you to the queen.”
 
   “Thank you, Captain Stoneworth.”  Dominic replied.  He gestured towards the palace.  “Should we continue?”
 
   “Of course, Demonhunter.”  Stoneworth said.  He called over his men, having them form up around the small party while Riverborn’s soldiers went over to a nearby building.  Once he was satisfied, they started up the road that led to the palace.
 
   The sun had set by then and the torchlighters were out, moving to and from the lampposts that lined the road.  They received some curious looks from the people in the streets as they rode past, but they seemed fairly uninterested for the most part.  The palace grew larger as they rode closer, the lights of the watch torches flaring into the darkening sky.
 
   They were several blocks from the palace when a party of twenty armored men on horseback suddenly rode out of the side streets and blocked their way.  Stoneworth halted his men, then rode slightly forward of the group.
 
   “Move aside!”  He ordered.  “You are interfering with the passage of the queen’s soldiers.”
 
   A man rode from the crowd, dressed in fine dark clothes, a shining breastplate visible under the cloak the hung from his shoulders.  He was tall and rangy, his dark face ruggedly handsome.  He had a haughty look on his face as he faced Stoneworth, his hand resting on his swordhilt.  Out of the corner of his eye, Dominic saw Moshanna stiffen, his face going flat.
 
   “I am Lord Darrius, Captain.”  The man said, his eyes on Moshanna.  “My men will deal with this traitor and his companions.”  He called mockingly over to Moshanna.  “I will have your head before the night ends, Deepwood.
 
   “With all due respect, Lord Darrius, this is a matter for the queen.”  Stoneworth stated, sitting stiffly in his saddle, though he looked worried.  “You may accompany us to the palace, but I have given my word to the Demonhunter to take him to the queen.”
 
   “You are on dangerous ground here, Captain.”  Darrius said, turning his gaze to Stoneworth.  “If you do not release the traitor to me, I will be forced to take steps to retain my honor.”  He gripped his sword, its meaning not lost on Stoneworth.
 
   “I will not release him to you here, Lord Darrius.”  Stoneworth said, swallowing hard, as he drew his own sword.  “Defensive positions!”  He called to his solders, who drew their own swords and spread out to surround the party.  He continued to face Darrius.  “Only by the queen’s command will I turn him over to you.”
 
   Darrius laughed as he signaled his men.  They drew their weapons and began to move forward.  Dominic motioned Taric to stay behind him as he drew his own sword.  Moshanna’s sword was already in his hand, his eyes fixed on Darrius.
 
   Before the battle could be joined, a new sound intruded.  Out of the night came the rhythmic beat of men marching in unison and the faint echo of jingling metal.  From behind Darrius’ men, a large group of soldiers appeared in the street from the direction of the palace, moving at a near-run in ordered rows, their long spears held at the ready.
 
   They were led by a very large man, his head shaved bald, dressed in a heavy breastplate, with armor covering his arms, and leather pants with close knit steel rings above his dark leather boots.  There were four golden stripes on his breastplate and a large war hammer in his hands.
 
   Without pausing, he shouldered his way through Darrius’ men while his men began to form a ring around them.  He strode over to where Darrius was sitting on his horse.
 
   “What madness is this, Lord Darrius?”  The man said, his voice deep and commanding.  “You know better than to interfere with the queen’s soldiers.”
 
   Anger twisted Darrius’ face, but his voice was suddenly cautious when he addressed the man.  “It is a matter of personal honor, Commander Farrious.  The traitor Deepwood insulted my honor and that demands retribution.”
 
   “It is the queen’s place to determine that, my lord.”  Farrious stated bluntly.  He gestured towards Darrius’ soldiers.  “Dismiss your men and accompany me to the palace or I will order them dispersed.”  At that, Farrious’ soldiers leveled their spears at Darrius’ men, with at least two spears aimed at each one.
 
   Darrius looked around, his frustration clear on his face.  He seemed to be considering resistance, but instead called over to his men.  “Lower your weapons and return to the barracks.  I will go to the palace and speak with the queen.”  With a last baleful look at Moshanna, he turned his horse and rode towards the palace, Farrious’ soldiers making a path for him.
 
   “That was bravely done, Captain Stoneworth, but foolish.”  Farrious said, shaking his head slightly.  “Lord Darrius is not a man who takes slights lightly.  I will make sure to send my Queen’s Guard with you when you return to your barracks.”  Stoneworth nodded his head.
 
   “You may put up your sword, Lord Dominic.”  Farrious said as he faced Dominic.  “You will not be molested again.  I am Nundal Farrious, Commander of the Queen’s Guard, and I will escort you to her presence.”  A slight smile crossed his face.  “I don’t know if you remember me, but I accompanied the queen when she visited Sanduas those long years ago.”
 
   “You are a hard man to miss, Commander Farrious.”  Dominic replied as he sheathed his sword.  “You and that oversized mallet of yours were the topic of much discussion amongst my troops, most of it on how to avoid offending you.”
 
   Farrious laughed, the deep sound echoing off the nearby walls.  “I wondered why everyone was so pleasant to me.”
 
   Dominic grinned slightly.  “I did train my soldiers to think critically.”
 
   Farrious chuckled some more, shaking his head.  His mirth faded.  “We need to continue to the palace.  You are expected.”  He moved over to his troops, calling out orders.  They formed up around the party, spears ready, and at Farrious’ command, moved forward.
 
   They arrived at the palace, passing through the gates and halted near the main entrance.  The doors were made of steel, inlaid with gold relief, and stood open.  Farrious’ soldiers pulled the merchant and his man from the wagon, taking them under guard, while the others dismounted.  Satisfied with what he saw, Farrious led them inside.  The entry hall was a single large room that stretched the width of the palace, the stone walls tall and covered in carvings, the roof a series of domes.  Across the hall was another set of doors, guarded by four of the Queen’s Guard.
 
   Following Farrious, they passed through the doors into the throne room.  The room was similar to the entry hall, with a high roof and carved stone walls.  This room was filled with people, most in fine clothing, lining both sides of the large blue carpet that led to a tall dais with a single chair on top.  The throne was made of a light, highly polished wood, high-backed and intricately carved.  On the throne sat the queen.
 
   Nenia Windrun, Queen of Aletonia, was an older woman, her dark hair streaked with gray.  Despite the lines on her face, Dominic saw the remnants of her former beauty.  She had been slim in her youth, though she now appeared thin and slightly frail.  Her dark eyes were still sharp, though; the intensity was as Dominic remembered.
 
   A tall man dressed in palace livery, standing next to the throne, called out.  “Come forward and approach the queen.”  His voice carried through the hall.
 
   They stopped before the throne, Farrious, Moshanna and the soldiers dropping to one knee, while Dominic and Taric bowed.  The merchant and his man were shoved to the floor, forced to sprawl out on their stomachs.
 
   “Welcome to Aletonia, Lord Dominic and Brother Cleric.”  The queen greeted them warmly.  “We have not received many visitors from Sanduas over the last few years.”
 
   She motioned to Dominic.  “Approach me, my lord.”  She said.  “It has been many years since we saw each other last.”
 
   Dominic climbed the dais, stopping two steps from the top, bringing him to eye level with the queen.  She reached out and touched his face; her fingers warm as they traced his scars.  He saw sadness in her eyes when she spoke.
 
   “I was devastated when I heard of what happened to my beloved Elidona and your son.”  The queen said softly.  “You have my undying sympathy.”
 
   “You honor me, Your Majesty.”  Dominic replied.
 
   “The honor is mine, Dominic.”  The queen replied.  “I loved Elidona as if she were my own flesh and blood.  You honor her memory with your unceasing war on the demons.”
 
   She leaned forward.  “Why are you with Moshanna Deepwood?”  She asked quietly.  “His presence complicates matters.  Are you aware of what he has done?”
 
   “I am, Your Majesty.”  Dominic replied softly, aware that the others in the court were trying to hear.  “However, I need him.  We are on a quest of great importance, one that could bring an end to the demons.  We would have continued that quest, unseen, but for Brother Taric’s insistence that the two demon followers on the ground receive a trial.  I would have killed them and been done with it, but he convinced me to approach your soldiers.  Moshanna knew what could happen, but came anyway.”
 
   “What do you seek that can put an end to the demon scourge?”  The queen asked.
 
   “It is an object of great power, rumored to be in the far south, near the Wilds.”  Dominic responded.  “We hoped to approach in secret, the three of us riding quickly, lest the demons become aware of our mission and take steps to counter us.  There may be demons there, but we will not know until we reach the location.”
 
   The queen sat there for a few moments, thinking.  “That is something I would like to see, but getting you out of the city may be difficult.”  She glanced over at Darrius.  “Lord Darrius is the head of his house, one that is rich and influential.  I cannot be seen as forgiving Moshanna’s broken vow, though I know the true reason for it.”
 
   She saw the surprise in Dominic’s eyes.  She smiled briefly.  “My young cousin has told me everything.  There was no proof that Darrius’ family made the threats, so I could not risk moving against them.  Out of caution, I did take Deepwood’s family under my protection, quietly and without them knowing.”
 
   “So what now, Your Majesty?”  Dominic inquired.
 
   “Step back, Dominic, and you will see.”  She told him with another brief smile.
 
   When Dominic returned to stand next to Farrious, the queen spoke.  “Lord Dominic of Sanduas is a friend of Aletonia and will be treated as such.”  She said forcefully.  “He has informed me of the reason for his visit and I find that I will support him, though the cause will remain secret.”  She pointed to the two lying on the ground.  “Take these two demon followers to the dungeon, where they can await their fate.”  Farrious soldiers complied, dragging the two from the hall.
 
   “Sister Anatan.”  The queen called, looking around the crowd.
 
   “I am here.”  A woman in dark blue robes replied, stepping forward.  She was a robust woman, her dark wavy hair hanging down to her shoulders.  She moved with an easy grace that belied her size.
 
   “Lord Dominic, Brother Taric, this is Sister Anatan, the Chief Cleric of Aletonia.”  The queen introduced her.  She turned to Anatan.  “Sister, I would like three clerics to accompany Lord Dominic when he leaves here, to support Brother Taric.  They should be strong in their power.”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty.”  Anatan said with a bow.
 
   “I will send a small party of soldiers with you as well, Dominic.  That should prevent any further misunderstandings.”  The queen said.  She turned to Farrious.  “Commander, please make sure that Lord Dominic is resupplied and have ten Queen’s Guard ready to ride by the morning.”  Farrious nodded.
 
   “That leaves us with the matter of the traitor, Moshanna Deepwood.”  She said, looking down at him.  “You broke your sacred vow to me, damning yourself.  For that I should send you to the headsman.”  She paused, and then continued.  “However, Lord Dominic has told me that he requires your presence on his mission.  I have decided to support him, so I cannot deny him your assistance.”
 
   “Would you let him go free?!”  Darrius demanded loudly, stepping forward.  “You cannot be serious.  You must-” He cut off when the queen rose from her throne.
 
   “Cannot?  Must?”  The queen said harshly.  “You forget yourself, Lord Darrius.  If you think you can demand anything from me in my own throne room, you are sadly mistaken.  If you say another word that I find unwelcome, I will have you join the demon followers in the dungeon.”
 
   Darrius bit back a reply, his eyes still angry, then bowed.  “Of course, Your Majesty.  Please forgive me.  If I may ask, will you forgive him his crime?”
 
   “No, Lord Darrius.”  The queen said as she sat back down.  “I am only granting him parole to assist Lord Dominic.  He faces possible death on this mission, but if he survives, he will return to face my justice.”  She turned to Dominic.  “I will require your pledge on this, Lord Dominic, that you will bring Moshanna Deepwood back to the capital, once your mission is complete.  You are a man of honor, so all can trust your word.”
 
   Dominic looked over at Moshanna, the question in his eyes.  Moshanna nodded.  Dominic faced the queen.  “On my honor, I do so pledge, Your Majesty.”
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   On the other side of the Gray Ridges, with the torchlights guiding his way, Marcus was crossing the palace courtyard, walking slowly and enjoying the brisk night air.  He glanced up to see the stars shining brightly overhead, brilliant points of light in the inky black sky.
 
   He was returning to the palace after checking on Norlan and his family.  Madalin had insisted that he stay for the evening meal, piling food on his plate until he was full, then he and Norlan had sat outside for a while, talking over a mug of ale.
 
   That is what a functioning family does.  He thought to himself, shaking his head.  Not that I would know anything about a functioning family.
 
   The thought of his family put a damper on his good mood.  He was a bit surprised that they were still at the palace, having assumed that they would have returned to their holdings once Keria was back safely.  He was glad to be able to spend some time with his father, but that time was limited as his father was often in meetings with the king.
 
   His father had finally relented and allowed him to return to his quarters with the Royal Guard.  The atmosphere in his parent’s quarters had been stifling, having to endure Rolas’ presence with all the grace he could muster.  The surprising thing had been when his mother had spoken up and supported him, claiming that she wished for some peace and quiet.  At least at his quarters, he could find Daen and Nathen when he needed to talk.
 
   Well, at least Daen.  He chuckled to himself.  Nathen had gotten into some trouble with the Royal Guard’s commander.  Nathen had let loose one of his witticisms about an order that had come down regarding their uniforms.  Unfortunately for him, Commander Helgrant was passing by and overheard.  After being taken to task by Helgrant, who chastised him for lacking good order and discipline, Nathen was sent to work in the dungeons, the duty that all the soldiers of the Royal Guard hated, pulling the overnight shift.  Nathen had been more subdued since he started working there.  At least, where anyone but Daen and I could hear.
 
   Not that he was spending that much time in his quarters.  A few days after Jake left, Keria had come to him.  They had gone for a walk around the palace grounds, stopping in a quiet alcove that was hidden from view.  They had sat close together on the small bench and spoke of their feelings for one another.  Saying that she had been acting foolish, Keria asked for his forgiveness for her interest in Jake.
 
   “I know now that it was never to be, but he was someone new and exciting, maybe even an escape from my duties.”  She had told him, tears in her eyes.  “He did come after me, fighting the demons to rescue me.  That would make most women consider such a man.”  She took his hand.  “But you were also there, fighting for me.  Without the clerics’ power, you were probably most at risk.  Yet, you still came.  I know that in encouraging him, I have hurt you.  You have been my closest friend, my defender and rescuer, but I do not deserve you.  I will understand if you do not wish to see me again.”
 
   “Keria, I will not say that your fascination with Jake did not bother me.”  He had replied.  “But there is nothing to forgive.  You know that I love you, that I will endure anything for you.  We are and always will be friends, but you know I wish for us to be more than that.”
 
   She had looked at him, not speaking, then gently took his head into her hands, leaned in and kissed him.  He pulled her tight against him, relishing the feeling of her next to him.  When they heard someone passing by, they quickly broke their embrace, looking around, but they were not seen.  He had felt the excitement and joy of knowing that she was his. 
 
   “How can we make this formal, Marcus?”  She asked, still holding his hand.  “My father does not seemed inclined to consider you as a suitor.”
 
   “We could always run off.”  He said lightly.  “I’m sure we could find a nice cottage somewhere, far away from the palace and its politics.  Maybe take up farming or some other honest living.”
 
   Keria laughed softly, picturing the two of them working the ground.  “Until my father’s soldiers tracked us down.  I don’t think either of us would like what came after that.”
 
   “I will speak with my father.”  He had said.  “Maybe he could convince your father to allow this match.”
 
   True to his word, he had spoken to his father that very evening.  His father seemed pleased, pouring some wine, and assured him that he would press the case with the king.  His mother had sat there silently, a neutral look on her face, listening but not participating in the conversation.  He had not seen his father much since that night, but was confident that he was engaging the king during their meetings.
 
   After that night, he had spent most of his free time with Keria.  They had to be circumspect, but they seemed able to find some privacy, even in a palace full of servants.  He relished those times, just the two of them, holding each other, kissing and talking quietly, while keeping an ear out for any interlopers.  The thought made him smile.
 
   “Marcus!”  He heard Daen shout, coming from the direction of the palace.  He glanced over and saw Daen running over to him.
 
   “What is it, Daen?”  Marcus asked when he got close.
 
   “I was sent to find you.”  His friend replied.  “The king has called the court together for an announcement.  Your presence is required.”
 
   “What is it about?”  Marcus asked as he fell in beside his friend.
 
   “I don’t know and I did not ask.”  Daen stated.  “All I was told was to find you.”
 
   They moved briskly, almost a jog.  Marcus did not want to be the reason for delaying the king’s announcement.  They entered the palace courtyard and headed to the nearest entrance.  When they reached a hallway near the throne room, Daen stopped.
 
   “Unfortunately, I was not asked to attend.”  He said.  “I will wait for you here; you can tell me what happened after.”
 
   Marcus nodded and continued into the throne room.  He saw that almost everyone from court was here.  Fortunately, the king was not yet here, so Marcus relaxed.  His mother and brother were standing near the dais, his father markedly absent, but he spotted Jonas standing near the center carpet, his arms wrapped around his staff, chatting with some of the people next to him.  Marcus decided to go stand with him.  Jonas nodded to him when he stopped, continuing to speak with the person next him.
 
   Jonas had called Marcus to the Temple the day that Jake left.  He wanted to ensure that Marcus understood the need for secrecy regarding Jake’s condition.  Once Jonas was satisfied with Marcus’ discretion, he told him some of what had happened; specifically that Jake was looking for a powerful artifact.  Marcus knew that he was not being told everything, but he felt honored that Jonas would trust him with the information that he did receive.
 
   Jonas had also asked Marcus to be alert for any signs of the demons’ spy in the palace.  He wanted to find out the spy’s identity and neutralize that person.  Jonas and Marcus had met several times after that, sharing information and sometimes just talking.  Marcus could tell Jonas was worried about Jake, Hailyn and Dominic, so he tried to be available if Jonas wanted to speak.  During one of these sessions, Marcus had told Jonas of his intentions towards Keria.  Jonas had simply smiled and wished him good luck.
 
   Keria came into the hall through the doors near the dais.  She nodded and spoke with the nobles as she made her way to her chair.  When she sat down, she looked over at Marcus, smiling broadly.  He returned the smile, giving her a nod of his head.
 
   “You should be more subtle.”  Jonas said quietly, his eyes knowing.  He made a slight gesture towards the assembled nobles.  “You will set the tongues wagging with this lot.  Remember to be patient.  All things come in the One’s time.”
 
   Before Marcus could reply, the king’s herald came into the hall and banged his staff three times.  The crowd quieted.  “The king comes!”  He called out.
 
   Marcus watched as the king entered the hall, followed by his father.  The king climbed the dais and sat on his throne, Marcus’ father standing next to him.  Marcus noticed that the king seemed rather pale, a thin sheen of sweat visible on his face.  He glanced over a Jonas, who was looking on with concern in his eyes.
 
   When the king spoke, however, his voice sounded strong, carrying throughout the hall.  “I have called you together to make a happy announcement.  Recent events have prompted me to consider the need for my daughter to marry and produce an heir.  As a father, I had hoped to delay that day for a while longer.  But as king, I cannot risk putting the realm in jeopardy.”
 
   “So, I have had a series of discussions with Lord Marcelas.  We have agreed that the best way to serve the realm is to join our houses.”  The king announced.  “Therefore, my daughter, Keria, Princess of the Realm, is to be married.”
 
   The hall erupted in cheers and applause.  Marcus, not quite believing what he was hearing, looked over at Keria, catching her eye, seeing joy there and exchanging smiles.
 
   When the crowd quieted, the king continued.  “In ten days time, the Princess Keria will marry Rolas, Lord Marcelas’ eldest son.”
 
   Marcus, stunned as if he had been punched in the stomach, looked over and saw Rolas staring at him, a cruel smile on his face.
 
   …
 
   Jonas kept his face neutral, though he was shocked by the announcement.  He caught movement next to him and reached over to stop Marcus, but was too late.
 
   “NO!”  Marcus shouted, rage and disbelief on his face, as he stepped into the center of the hall.  “I will not allow it!”
 
   “Control yourself, Sir Marcus!”  The king said sternly, rising from his throne.  “It is not your place to disallow anything.”
 
   “Why, Father?”  Keria cried out, rising from her chair, dismay on her face.  “You did not even consult me!”
 
   “Father, how can you do this to me?!”  Marcus said at the same time, ignoring the king.  “You know of my feelings for Keria.”
 
   “Marcus!”  His father replied, stepping forward.  “You shame yourself.  This is a great honor for the family and your brother.  Do not allow your jealousy to ruin it!”
 
    “Jealousy?!”  Marcus retorted.  “I feel nothing but betrayal!”
 
   “ENOUGH!”  The king shouted, slamming his fist down on the arm of the throne.  The hall went silent as the king beckoned to the Royal Guard standing nearby.
 
   “Sir Marcus, you will remove yourself from the hall without another word.”  The king stated in a more normal voice, though his body shook.  “You are sworn to obey me, so honor your oath.”
 
   “Please, Your Majesty.”  Marcus began, but the king cut him off.
 
   “Sir Marcus, you are banished from the palace until after the wedding.”  The king ordered curtly.  “Speak again and I will banish you from the city.”
 
   Jonas had moved next to Marcus, putting an arm around him, squeezing his shoulder.  He could feel him shake from his repressed rage.  “I will make sure he obeys you, Your Majesty.”  Jonas said calmly.  “Please forgive him.  He is still young.”
 
   “Leave, Marcus.”  Jonas whispered to him.  “Go to the Temple.  I will find a place for you to stay until this can be resolved.”
 
   Marcus nodded sharply, stepping away.  He made a bow to the king, his eyes still on Keria, then spun on his heel and strode from the room, the Royal Guard trailing him.
 
   The king sat back down, wiping his forehead, his body still shaking.  Jonas approached, concerned.  “You look unwell, Majesty.”  He said cautiously, his body shining as he called up his power.  “May I examine you?”
 
   The king looked down, seeing Jonas approach, then held up his hand.  “No, Brother Jonas.”  The king said.  “I am simply tired.  I will be fine with some rest.”
 
   “It would be best if I made sure.”  Jonas pressed.  “Some illnesses can be confused with weariness.”
 
   “No, I said!”  The king stated curtly.  “Will no one obey me this evening?!”
 
   “Forgive me, Your Majesty.”  Jonas said, bowing.  “I did not mean to insult you.”
 
   “It may be best if I retire.”  The king said, rising.  He looked over at Marcus’ father.  “Forgive me, Lord Marcelas.  This is a happy night for both of us and I allowed it to be ruined.”
 
   “Nonsense, Your Majesty.”  Marcelas said, bowing deeply.  “It is I who owe you an apology for my son’s behavior.”
 
   “Please enjoy the rest of the night.”  The king said.  He left the hall, with Keria right behind him, pleading quietly.
 
   Jonas watched as the nobles gathered to congratulate Lord Marcelas, Lady Arelia and Rolas.  He quietly moved towards the exits, troubled by what had just occurred.  Something was seriously amiss, he knew, but was not sure where to begin to find out what it was.
 
   Letting his power go, he left the palace, hoping to calm down Marcus and prevent him from doing something even more foolish.
 
   …
 
   Near midnight, with a cool breeze blowing down from the Gray Ridges, Lieutenant Jeffreys stood on the battlements overlooking the approach to the East Gate, leaning against the stones and checking the area lit by the watch torches.  Yawning, he stretched and moved around, trying to fight off sleep.  He was still adjusting to the night shift.  He was filling in for the regular night officer, who was gone on leave to visit family.
 
   Absently, he rubbed at his eyepatch over where his left eye had been, still not comfortable wearing it.  He lost that eye in the battle of the city, reacting too slowly to a swing from a half-man, the tip of the sword striking the eye.  By the time the battle died down and the clerics were able to reach him, the eye had been damaged too severely to save, despite their best efforts.
 
   That’s the risk of being a soldier.  He thought sagaciously.  His wife was supportive, but had been gently suggesting that perhaps it was time for another line of work.  Given everything that happened, he would have been receptive to that idea, except that he was promoted after the battle.  He did not see how he could turn it down, given the extra coin and increased social status.  So, he was now the deputy commander of the day watch on the East Gate.
 
   The sound of approaching horses drew his attention back towards the city.  It is a strange time for a ride, especially since the gates are closed.  He thought.  From the sound, it appeared to be a fairly large party.  He made his way over to the stairs and headed down to the gate area.
 
   When he arrived, he saw a dozen men on horseback, coming to a halt near the gate.  He noted that they were armed and wearing the symbol of Lord Marcelas’ house.  He looked at the big man slightly out in front of the rest.  He raised a hand in greeting.  “A little late in the evening for a ride, isn’t it?”  He asked.
 
   “It isn’t for pleasure, I can assure you.”  The man replied.  “I would rather be back in bed with my woman.”  He pulled out a parchment and handed it to Jeffreys.  “We are here to provide an escort for an arriving prisoner.”
 
   “A prisoner at this hour?”  Jeffreys said incredulously.  “Our standing orders are to keep the gate closed and locked until dawn.”  He looked at the men more closely.  “I don’t see anyone from the Royal Guard.  They are in charge of the dungeons.”
 
   “We have been tasked by the king and Lord Marcelas to support the Royal Guard while we are here in the city.  We drew the short straw and got the dungeons.”  The man said with a shrug.  He pointed at the parchment.  “Those are my orders, signed by the king himself.”
 
   Jeffreys opened the parchment, adjusting it to catch the most light.
 
   The banner-men of Lord Marcelas are operating under my orders.  The gate is to be opened to allow the transfer of a prisoner.  Lord Marcelas’ banner-men will escort the prisoner to the dungeons.  This is an important matter for the realm.  Provide any aid required and follow their directions.
 
   The parchment was signed by the king, over the royal seal.  Jeffreys shook his head.  I’m not sure what these nobles are thinking at times.
 
   “When is the prisoner due?”  Jeffreys asked, handing the parchment back.
 
   “I was told midnight.”  The man replied.  “They may be behind schedule.”
 
   “Riders and a wagon approaching, Lieutenant.”  One of the archers called down.
 
   “I guess they are on time.”  The man said with a smile.  “Open the gates, then draw your men back.”
 
   “As you wish.”  Jeffreys replied.  He went over to the gate, releasing the locks, and went into the gatehouse.  He had his men open the gate.  Once the gate was open, he ordered them to stay where they were.  He went outside and climbed the stairs to the battlements on the wall.  There he ordered the archers to move down the wall until the wagon was safely inside and had left the gate area.
 
   Before he climbed down, he glanced over the wall and saw the wagon approaching.  It was a large wagon, pulled by six horses with a single driver, made of dark wood bound in steel.  Instead of a wagon bed, there was a wooden cell, the walls and roof built of the same thick wood, without any windows.  While he told himself that it was only a wagon, there was something about it that he did not like.  Eight men on horseback were escorting the wagon, all wearing Lord Marcelas’ symbol.
 
   He went down to check the gate, then ordered his men to pull back until the wagon passed.  They watched from a distance as the men and then the wagon entered the city.  Jeffreys felt a chill go through his body as the wagon slowly rolled past, the wooden wheels creaking against the paving stones.  It was only a couple of minutes before it was out of the courtyard and into the city.
 
   The large man came riding over.  “Thank you for your cooperation, Lieutenant.”  He said with an amused smile on his face.  “You may now shut the gate before something gets in.”  With that, he turned and rode off after the wagon.
 
   Jeffreys quickly got his men to close the gate.  He relocked it, double-checking his work and went into the gatehouse to get something to drink and figure out how to explain this incident in the duty officer’s log.
 
   …
 
   With the late afternoon sun sinking low in the horizon, Nathen was glad to be outside, breathing in the fresh air, taking his time heading to the Temple.  He had a message for Brother Jonas, but fortunately, there had been no order to run.
 
   He absolutely hated working in the dungeons.  Despite the Guard’s efforts to keep them clean, they were dark and dank, with the odor of unwashed men filling the place.  He sniffed his clothes, sure the smell had permeated the cloth.
 
   Of all of the things he had seen and heard since working in the dungeons, last night had been strangest yet.  It was late in the night when a group of Lord Marcelas men showed up.  They had waved around an order from the king, and then had all of the Royal Guard move to the far end of the dungeons, closing the doors behind them.  Then, about a half-hour later, they opened the doors and told the Royal Guard that the lowest level was off-limits to any but Lord Marcelas’ men.  He did not like the lower levels anyway, so that was fine with him.
 
   One day, I will learn to keep my fat mouth shut.  He thought.  He did not think that what he said warranted the punishment, something about looking pretty enough that their enemies would be smitten and surrender to their charms, but then again, Helgrant did not seem to possess a sense of humor.
 
   He hoped to see Marcus while he was at the Temple.  When he had gotten off shift, Daen had told him what had happened last night and of Marcus’ banishment.  I’m the one who shoots off my mouth, not Marcus.  He would have liked to see it, though.  He could only remember a couple of times that Marcus had gotten really angry; most of the time, he was calm and collected.  Marcus angry and shouting in front of the king would have been something to see.
 
   When he reached the Temple grounds, he found an apprentice to lead him to Jonas.  Jonas was sitting in the small sanctuary off the main Temple, talking quietly with an older female cleric with gray-streaked hair.
 
   Nathen sketched a quick bow.  “Greetings, Brother Jonas.  I have been sent to request your presence at the dungeons.  A new prisoner is apparently very sick.  Since they are not sure what is ailing him, I was to ask for you.”
 
   “Of course.”  Jonas replied, rising.  Nathen saw him looking closely at his face.  “Aren’t you one of Marcus’ friends?  Nathen, I believe; the one who likes courting trouble.”
 
   “Yes and no, Brother.”  Nathen said with a smile.  “I am Nathen, but I would not say I like courting trouble.  I blame it on my parents for my poor upbringing.”  He finished with aplomb.
 
   Jonas chuckled, clapping him on the shoulder.  “Well, Nathen.  Let us be off.”
 
   “Is Marcus here?  I would like to see him, if I could.”  Nathen asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, but he is at Mastersmith Norlan’s.”  Jonas stated.  “I’m sure you heard about what happened last night.”
 
   Just my luck.  Nathen thought, shrugging.  He was turning to lead Jonas away when a young male apprentice came running in.
 
   “Master Jonas, please come quickly!”  The boy said, panting.  Jonas interrupted the boy by raising a hand.
 
   “Wait!”  Jonas said firmly.  “Take a breath and speak slowly.  A cleric must remain calm when others are falling apart.”
 
   The boy flushed bright red, embarrassed.  He did as he was told.  After he released the breath, he spoke, choosing his words carefully.  “Forgive me, Master, but a young child was brought into the clinic.  She ran into the roadway and was struck by a wagon.  The wagon was fully loaded when it ran over her.  She is near death.”
 
   Jonas seemed to hesitate, concern on his face, but the female cleric spoke up.  “See to the child, Jonas.  I will go with young Nathen here and check on this prisoner.”
 
   “Thank you, Silvan.”  Jonas said, sounding relieved.  He followed the apprentice out, moving quickly.
 
   “Let us go, Nathen.”  Silvan said.  “I would like to get back before it gets too late.”
 
   “Right away, Sister.”  He said with a mischievous grin.
 
   While he led her back to the dungeons, he continued to try to get her to laugh.  She smiled at his jokes, but not even a chuckle from her.  I always seem to get the serious types.  He thought disappointedly.
 
   The dungeons were situated in the Military Quarter, near the edge of the courtyard.  When they arrived, Nathen led her down to the first level, where the Royal Guard was posted.  Standing in the stone hallway that led to the cells, speaking with the officer in charge, was the large man who served Marcus’ father.  Justian was his name, Nathen recalled.    He cocked an eyebrow at the sight of Silvan.
 
   “You were told to bring Brother Jonas.”  Justian said sharply to Nathen.  “Was the order not clear enough for you?”
 
   Nathen gritted his teeth, biting back a reply that could inflame the situation.  Before he could say something, Silvan spoke.
 
    “I am quite capable of determining what is troubling this prisoner.”  She said directly, a frown on her face.  “If it is something that I cannot handle, I will return with Brother Jonas.”
 
   “As you wish, Sister.”  Justian said with a nod of his head.  He pointed at Nathen.  “You can come and hold the torch for the cleric.”
 
   Nathen looked over at the officer, grumbling under his breath, but the officer motioned for him to go.
 
   Justian led them down the stairs, grabbing a torch and shoving it into Nathen’s hand.  The torchlight did not seem to penetrate very far in the ever-present darkness.  There was the slow steady sound of dripping water and the temperature grew colder as they descended.
 
   When they reached the lowest level, Nathen saw that there were only a couple of Justian’s men standing guard outside of a heavy wooden door.  Several torches lit the area.  Nodding to the men, Justian turned to Silvan.
 
   “The prisoner is being kept at the far end of the hallway, in the biggest cell.”  He said as he unlocked the door.  “I don’t know if what he has is catching, so be careful.”
 
   “Why is a man being kept in such conditions?”  Silvan snapped, gesturing at the area.  “This is not healthy for the body or spirit.”
 
   “I’m only following my orders, Sister.”  Justian said.  “You can address it with the king if you like.”
 
   “I will do just that.”  She replied.  “Come along, Nathen.  Let us see to this poor man.”
 
   Beyond the door was a long and wide hallway.  There were only a few torches lit, so the hall was checkered with patches of light and dark.  They made their way down the hallway, Nathen feeling more and more apprehensive.  He was looking around, trying to get familiar with the passage.  They were almost to the far end when the door closed behind them, a dull boom echoing down the hall.  As the door closed, it cut off the light from the outside torches and the sound made Nathen jump.
 
   Suddenly, Silvan was blazing with power, the light throwing back the shadows.  Directly ahead was a set of cell doors, standing open.  “There is something wrong here, Nathen.  Be ready.”  She said.
 
   Nathen nodded, drawing his sword.  Silvan cautiously moved forward, entering the room.
 
   The room was wide and empty.  There was a secondary hallway in the far corner.  The hallway space was pitch black, the wall shading it from Silvan’s glowing form.  As they slowly approached it, a voice came from that blackness, freezing them where they stood.
 
   “You are not who I was expecting.”  The deep voice said, the sound terrifying Nathen to his core.  Out of the darkness, a tall man-shaped figure stepped into the light.
 
   “RUN!!”  Silvan screamed at him as she unleashed a blazing streak of clerics’ fire at the figure.  Nathen heard the crackling of conflicting powers and the sound of the demon laughing.  He stumbled back as the demon struck at Silvan.  She screamed a high-pitched scream as the dark fire burned into her.  Somehow, she stayed on her feet, fighting though the pain, and attacked again.
 
   In the flashes of light from the battle, Nathen saw the small hole in the floor that acted as the privy for the cell.  Desperate, his terror overtaking him, he scrambled to it.  He clawed at the stones, trying to pull them up.  With the mortar weakened with age, he was able pry a few loose, enlarging the hole.
 
   With a final cry of agony from Silvan as she fell, the battle behind him ended, the room plunging into darkness.
 
   “Where are you going, my little rabbit?”  The demon chuckled behind him.  Over the pounding of his heartbeat, Nathen heard it coming for him.
 
   Completely terrified, he dove forward, shoving himself into the privy hole headfirst.  Gripping the stones, he pulled with all his strength.  Suddenly, the whole thing gave way.  He felt the agony of the demon’s fire as it struck his lower leg right before he fell, tumbling into the darkness in a rain of stone.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter17]Chapter Seventeen
 
   “Marcus.”
 
   Marcus turned from the furnace when he heard Norlan call over to him, wiping the sweat from his face.  He was at the smithy, wearing the same leather aprons and metal footgear as Norlan’s two apprentices.  Jonas had suggested that he go to Norlan’s for the evening meal, so he could be around friends while they figured out what to do about Keria.  After the meal, when Marcus and Norlan were talking outside, Norlan had suggested that he should come by the smithy and do some physical work to clear his mind.  When he awoke this morning, he decided to take Norlan up on his offer.
 
   Marcus had been hauling loads of wood, coal and iron, as well as working the bellows at the furnace, constantly moving.  He only stopped when Madalin and Cherise had brought the mid-day meal for him and the others.  The exertions had the intended effect; he was able to think about what had happened more calmly and rationally.
 
   Norlan was standing over near his small office.  Marcus was surprised to see Jonas standing there, but even more so to see Daen, his face looking even more serious than usual.  Nodding to Almos, who was using the furnace, he left the smithy area and walked across the small yard to where they were standing.
 
   Jonas looked at him critically, nodding slightly.  “I’m glad to see you active.  Too much sitting around brooding is not healthy.”
 
   “I am grateful that Norlan made the offer.”  Marcus replied.  “I think that it has helped.”
 
   “Excellent.”  Jonas said.  He then lowered his voice.  “However, we have something more important to discuss.”  He turned to Norlan.  “May we use your office?”
 
   “Of course, Jonas.”  Norlan said and led them into the small room.
 
   Once they were inside and the door was closed behind them, Jonas spoke again.  “Daen came to the Temple looking for you, Marcus.  He has something important to tell us.”  He gestured to Daen.
 
   “This morning, we began to get a series of orders, signed by the king.”  Daen stated.  “The orders began to reassign the Royal Guard.  Some were ordered to augment the solders at the gates, but others were being sent to the remote border forts.  At first, no one thought anything about it, since the numbers specified in each order were small, but when the orders continued, it became apparent that almost all of the Royal Guard was being sent from the palace.  Helgrant went to see the king to protest, but came back with Sir Alleon, who was ordered to leave for the western forts immediately.  Sir Alleon took twenty Guardsmen with him when he left.”
 
   “Helgrant was assured that these deployments were temporary and informed that your father’s men-at-arms would fill in at the palace while the Royal Guard was away.”  Daen shook his head.  “Helgrant was furious, but gave the orders.  After Sir Alleon left, he pulled me aside and told me to go and inform you and Brother Jonas.  I was ordered to stay with you and not return to the palace, so at least one Royal Guard would be left in the city.”
 
   Daen looked over at Jonas, who nodded.  “Also, Nathen did not return from the dungeons last night.  He hates the place, so he is usually back in the barracks as soon as his shift ends, but I have not seen him since he left yesterday afternoon.”
 
   “Sister Silvan went with Nathen to attend to a sick prisoner, or so we were told.”  Jonas interjected.  “She did not return to the Temple.  When I went to the dungeons this afternoon, looking for her, I was told that the logs showed that she had left around half an hour after she had arrived with Nathen.  They told me that I could come inside and look myself, but I declined.”  He paused.  “There was something about it that disturbed me.  Just so you know, all of the men at the dungeons were your father’s men.”
 
   “What do you mean by that, Jonas?”  Marcus asked, but felt a sudden hollowness inside.  “I am angry with him and he is always in the middle of the court politics, but my father is not an enemy of the realm.”
 
   “I appreciate your loyalty, Marcus.”  Jonas said gently.  “But something is very wrong here.  Why would the king send the Royal Guard away, only to replace them with your father’s men?  Also, when I went to the palace to discuss what happen to Silvan, I was turned away at the palace gates.   The guards, your father’s men, said it was orders.  I am the Chief Cleric of Sanduas; what reason would there be to keep me out?  The only thing I can think of is to keep me away from the king.  You saw how he was two nights ago.  Combine that with what Daen has just told us, we cannot deny that there is an effort to surround the king with your father’s men.  Who but your father would have the ability to so order his men?”
 
   “I cannot believe that my father would move against the king.”  Marcus stated, shaking his head.  “They have been friends for a long time.  There has to be another explanation.”
 
   “If there is, we need to find out what it is.”  Jonas said.  He looked over at Norlan.  “If you do not wish to be involved any further, Norlan, I understand.  There may be great risk in investigating what has happened.”
 
   “If you are that concerned, Jonas, then so am I.”  Norlan said, squaring his shoulders.  “It is unlikely that if something bad happens it would pass my family by.  I’m not sure what help I can be, but I am with you.”
 
   “Thank you, Norlan.”  Jonas said.  He looked at each of them in turn.  “We need to be cautious.  Daen and I will return to the Temple.  Marcus, you and Norlan should continue as if nothing has happened.  Finish your work, and then head home.  Once it starts to get dark, come to the Temple.  We have much to discuss.”
 
   …
 
   Keria pulled on her dressing robe as the seamstresses left her room, taking the fabric samples with them, deep in discussion over the details of her wedding gown.  She stepped off the small pedestal near the mirror and began pacing around her bedroom.
 
   She hated that her father was forcing her to marry that odious man.  She had spoken to her father at length, alternatively pleading and demanding, trying to reach him and have him call the wedding off.  She had begged him to allow her to marry Marcus, arguing that it would still allow the joining with Lord Marcelas’ family, but with someone that she loved.  Her father rejected it out of hand, finally ordering her to her room and forbidding her to discuss it any further.
 
   To make matters worse, when she had tried to leave the palace grounds this morning, she was turned back.  The Royal Guard on duty told her that her father had ordered her confined in the palace until after the wedding.  That had sent her into a rage.  She stormed into her father’s chambers, demanding to know why she was a prisoner.  He told her that it was for her own good, to prevent her from doing something rash.  That was too much for her.  She lost any sense of propriety, yelling and cursing at him, threating to cut him out of her life forever.  He had responded in kind, his face growing red, bellowing at her, telling her to stay in her quarters or he would have her put in chains.
 
   Despite her frustration and anger, she was worried for her father.  He did not seem himself.  When she first spoke with him after the announcement, he was pale and sweating, his hands shaking slightly as he drank his wine.  He had refused to allow her to send for Jonas, saying he was fine.  He did not look any better today.
 
   Lost in her thoughts, she did not realize that her door had opened until she saw Rolas striding into her room, a tankard in his hand.
 
   “How dare you?!”  She hissed at him, pulling her robe tight.  “You cannot just come into my chambers uninvited.  Leave or I will have you taken away in irons.”
 
   “Is that anyway to treat your future husband?”  Rolas, eyes slightly bloodshot, asked with a smile on his lips, unconcerned.
 
   ““You will leave now or I will inform my father about your boorish behavior.”  She said, trying to recover her calm.  He stood there watching her, and then took a slow and deliberate drink from his tankard.
 
   “You will regret disobeying me.”  She said flatly, drawing herself up.  She raised her voice.  “Guards!!”
 
   Despite her cry, Rolas simply stood there with that evil grin on his face.  After a few moments, when the guards did not show up, he laughed.  “It appears that there is no one coming to your rescue.”
 
   He came over to her, reaching out to touch her face.  She jerked her head back, but he reached out and grabbed her neck.  He squeezed tightly and pulled her close.  She could smell the alcohol on his breath.
 
   “You belong to me now.”  He snarled quietly, smile gone, eyes flat with anger.  “You had better learn to guard your tongue.  You will soon take an oath to obey me and I will hold you to that oath.  Once we are married, your only duty will be to produce an heir.”  His smile came back, cruel and cold, though humor did not touch his eyes  “I prefer my women a little rougher around the edges, but we are stuck with each other.  You had better make peace with that.”
 
   Before Keria could do anything, a woman’s voice came from the doorway.  “Rolas, release her.”
 
   Grimacing, he shoved Keria back, letting[bookmark: _GoBack] go of her throat.  She stumbled backwards, but was able to catch her balance.  As she lightly rubbed were he had grabbed her, she looked over to see Lady Arelia and Captain Justian standing in the doorway.
 
   “Justian, escort Rolas back to our quarters.”  She said, looking coldly at her son.  “If he were to happen to stumble into the wall several times along the way, I would hope that would convince him to give up drinking.”
 
   Grumbling under his breath, Rolas turned and left, with Justian right behind him.  Lady Arelia came into the room and sat down in one of the chairs set near the wall.  She motioned Keria to join her.  After a moment’s hesitation, Keria came over and sat down.
 
   “If you wish to find some happiness in marriage, my dear, you will need to learn to identify and manage Rolas’ moods.”  Arelia stated.  “Try not to antagonize him.”
 
   “I do not plan to marry him.”  Keria said sharply.  “After my father learns of this, your son will be lucky to keep his head.”
 
   “That is exactly the wrong thing to do, Highness.”  Arelia stated firmly.  “The king and my husband have agreed on this union.  You would not wish to see a schism develop between them, do you?  That could lead to unfortunate consequences.”
 
   “I will be Queen someday, so I will not tolerate such a man to sit beside me.”  Keria retorted.  She took a calming breath, softening her voice.  “Lady Arelia, if you truly want to see our families united, convince your husband to agree to a marriage with Marcus.  He and I are a much better match.  We love each other.”
 
   “While I wish my son the best, that will not happen.  Rolas is the first-born and Marcelas’ heir.”  Arelia said, studying Keria.  “If you wish to be a good queen, you must put the best interests of the realm before your own interests.  Starting a conflict with the richest noble house would not be in anyone’s best interest.”
 
   “I would rather die than marry such a man.”  Keria stated.
 
   “I have heard many women say that.”  Arelia said, rising.  She looked down at Keria, eyes now cold.  “Noblewomen such as ourselves must find a way to endure what fate deals us.  Not everyone gets to have the man of her dreams.  You should think on that, Princess, as well as how to make peace with Rolas.  You will be marrying him, whether you like it or not.”  With that, she made to leave.
 
   At the door, she turned back.  “I should warn you.  Your father has replaced the Royal Guard in the palace with my husband’s men.  Do not try anything foolish, child.  There will be no one to help you if you do.”
 
   Keria stared in disbelief as the door shut behind Arelia, suddenly shuddering.  The sound of the doors closing reminded her of the cell in Creatos’ fortress.  She knew that she was a captive again.
 
   …
 
   As Marcus walked next to Norlan, heading into the Temple, passing the apprentice clerics igniting the torches in the garden to provide light against the darkening sky, the calming benefit of working at the smithy had faded.  His mind was turning, desperately trying to figure out what was happening and why.
 
   He was still uncertain what to believe.  He just could not fathom what would cause his father to plot or act against the king.  That would be so out of character for him.  But, with the strange movement of his father’s men into positions that rightfully belonged to the Royal Guard, he could no longer be completely sure.
 
   They made their way to the sanctuary, finding Jonas and Daen already there, sitting in two of the four chairs in the room.  There was a pitcher of wine and four glasses, sitting on a small table near the chairs.  Marcus went over and poured the wine into the glasses, handing one to each man, then sat down in the remaining chair.
 
   “I am still not convinced that my father is behind what is going on.”  Marcus said.  “I agree that something odd is happening, but the orders that are being carried out are from the king.  Could his apparent illness be affecting his judgment?”
 
   “Maybe.”  Jonas said, stroking his beard.  “There are some illnesses that impair judgment or cause the person to be open to suggestion.  But, until I can examine him, we cannot know for sure.  I tried to send another cleric to the palace this afternoon, thinking that it might just be me that is barred, but she was turned away as well.”
 
   “Without wanting to cause Marcus any offence, but perhaps the king and his father have been compromised in some way, maybe something happened that leaves them open to coercion by others?”  Norlan suggested.  “They do seem to be working together.”
 
   “No offence is taken, Norlan.”  Marcus said.  “I doubt it, though.  I have never heard even a whisper of my father doing anything that would be considered dishonorable.”
 
   “Can we somehow get the army involved?”  Daen asked.  “I think that if the soldiers began to question what was happening, we would get some answers.  Lord Marcelas does not have enough men to stand against them.”
 
   “I agree that would get their attention, Daen, but how would we make that happen?”  Marcus responded.  “If it were found out that we were trying to turn the army, then the king would simply order them to arrest us.  I can’t see them turning against the king on only our word.”  He looked at Jonas.  “The only way it could work is if the clerics helped convince them.”
 
   Jonas shook his head.  “I can’t tell the clerics to do that on only a vague suspicion.  It would violate the Agreement, which in turn would mean that the king was no longer bound by it.  That would make the Temple vulnerable.  I will not risk it unless and until I know more.”
 
   “What can we do then?”  Norlan asked.
 
   “I think that we need to determine what has befallen Silvan and Nathen.”  Jonas said.  “If we can solve that, it may give us better insight on the true purpose behind all that has happened.”
 
   “Where would we start?”  Marcus asked.  “We cannot get into the palace and we would draw attention if we tried to go into the dungeons.”
 
   “Maybe I can get in.”  Daen stated.  “I believe that I can get Commander Helgrant to write an order that I need to retrieve some items from the barracks.  He is currently at the South Gate.”
 
   “I applaud your courage, Daen, but we must be cautious.”  Jonas said.  “If the king and Marcus’ father are collaborating, as Norlan suggested, then it is possible that Helgrant has been compromised.  I believe that we must do this ourselves.”
 
   “Instead of that, why not have Daen find some of the Guardsmen who worked in the dungeons and engage them in conversation?”  Marcus suggested.  “He would not say anything specific, but that may be a useful way to gather information without revealing our true intent.”
 
   “I can agree to that.”  Jonas said.  He looked at Daen.  “Do you think you can be circumspect in your questions as to not draw attention?”
 
   “I can, Brother Jonas.”  Daen said confidently.  “I can check with the remaining Guardsmen still in the city.  If I cannot find someone there, I can always ride out to the nearby army garrisons.”
 
   “If we are agreed, then I suggest we start there.”  Jonas said.  The others nodded.  “We should meet again in two days.  Hopefully, Daen will have some information to help us plan what to do next.”
 
   Marcus got up and walked out with Daen, while Norlan stayed to speak with Jonas.  They went around to the rear of the Temple grounds where the bushes and trees were thick, so Daen would be less likely to be seen leaving.
 
   “Don’t take any risks, Daen.”  Marcus said quietly.  “If you think that someone is growing suspicious, leave immediately and return here.”
 
   “I do have some common sense, Marcus.”  Daen snorted, a sudden grin on his face.  “You nobles sometimes seem to think only you have a brain.”
 
   Marcus smiled at that.  “I think Nathen has been a bad influence on you.”  His smile faded as he held out his hand.  “Luck be with you.”
 
   “You too, Marcus.”  Daen said, gripping Marcus’ hand.  “I’ll see you in two days.”  With a final nod, he slipped into the brush and disappeared.
 
   Marcus slowly made his way back towards the Temple.  He stopped near a low wall, leaning against it and looking up at the sky.  High clouds obscured most of the stars, making the night seem darker.
 
   He started thinking about Keria.  His body tensed and he felt his anger re-awaken as he considered the fact that she was supposed to marry Rolas in only eight days.  While he had not told Jonas or Norlan, he had decided that if they did not find any answers before then, he would find a way into the palace and confront his brother.  If he must, he would fight him for Keria.
 
   He was battling his brother in his mind’s eye when a sudden rank odor assaulted his nostrils and he heard a rustling coming from behind.  He spun, drawing his sword, and confronted a shape staggering away from the bushes.
 
   “Hold and identify yourself.”  Marcus ordered.
 
   “Marcus, is that you?”  A familiar voice said.  “Thanks to the One.”  The figure took another step and collapsed.
 
   “Nathen!”  Marcus cried as ran over to him, kneeling down and cradling his head, ignoring the strong offensive odor emanating from Nathen’s torn and dirty clothes.  Checking him for injuries, he saw that Nathen’s legs were bare, his boots and pants legs gone, the flesh blistered and oozing.  He was shocked that he had been able to walk on them at all.
 
   “What happened, Nathen?”  Marcus said as he moved to pick him up and take him to Jonas.
 
   Nathen, eyes wide, reached out and grasped Marcus’ chainmail, curling his fists into the metal.  “Demon!”
 
   …
 
   In the dungeons of Danelias, Martis sat in the dark cell, staring at nothing.  He could sometimes hear the far off sound of the ocean, echoing down an air vent, but not now.  Ranech was asleep near him, snoring loudly.  He stretched out his foot and gave him a sharp kick in the side.  Ranech did not wake up, but rolled over onto his side and the snoring stopped.  At least for a little while.  Martis thought bitterly.
 
   He had often fallen into despair since he had been brought here.  The Aletonians who worked in the dungeons did not hide their disgust for him.  They denied him light, except when they fed him, which was always a watery and disgusting gruel and a piece of stale bread.  They deliberately spilled his chamber pot without cleaning it up, leaving him to endure the strong odor of waste.  He was forced to share the small cell with Ranech, even though there were empty cells all around.
 
   He shuddered when he recalled the knives and other sharp instruments that the guards would bring in, sharping them while looking at him with smiles that chilled him to his core.  He knew that it was only a matter of time before they started using those items on him.  I will tell them everything I know.  He told himself.  Better to go straight to the headsman than endure that for no good reason.
 
   Down the hall, he heard the metal door that led to the cells open.  He blinked against the sudden light from the torch held by the man who came down the hall.  His countenance was concealed by the torchlight in Martis’ eyes and a deep hood.
 
   “Are you the man called Martis?”  The man asked quietly.  Martis did not recognize the voice.
 
   “I am.”  He replied.  “Who are you?”
 
   “That is not important.”  The man said.  “I only have a single question for you.  If you were freed, what would you do for the person who freed you?”
 
   Martis felt a sudden tingle of hope, conflicting with the fear that he was being led into a trap.  He debated how best to respond, but decided that he had nothing to lose.
 
   “I would do whatever that person asked me to do.”  He stated cautiously, waiting fearfully for the jaws of the trap to snap shut.
 
   “Correct answer, merchant.”  The man said, his smile visible in his voice.  “You and your man will be given horses and weapons.  You will receive half the gold that was hidden in your wagon.  The Demonhunter told the Queen’s Guard about it before he left and it was confiscated.”
 
   “Then what?”  Martis asked, surprised by the offer.
 
   “Then, you will perform the mission given to you.”  The man stated.  His voice took on a tone of menace.  “Know this, merchant.  If you fail in this mission, you will be begging for the mercy of a swift death before I am done with you.”
 
   “I will not fail.”  Martis said quickly.
 
   The man nodded.  “Someone will come for you shortly.  You will be given your task at that time.”  The man turned and left, plunging the cell back into darkness.
 
   Martis could not help but smile.  He would do his best to complete whatever mission was given him.  Then again, options were always available to someone who was free, with a purse of gold and a horse.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter18]Chapter Eighteen
 
   In the late afternoon of the next day, with the sun sinking on the horizon, Jake crested the last low hill.  He saw the lake spread out in front of him, the sunlight sparkling as it danced off the water.  He halted Dontas, pausing to take in the view.  Hailyn rode up beside him, stopping as well.
 
   They were still at least an hour from the lakeshore, the land flattening out as it ran from the hills to the water.  He could just make out some brown spots along the shore, their shape such that they had to be man-made.  Homes or other buildings likely.  He thought, concentrating.  Maybe some boats in the water.
 
   The lake itself was large, four or five miles wide and at least that long.  Dominating the scene was the large island that rose from the middle of the lake.  While the island looked fairly level, a single, large rocky cliff jutted up into the sky near its center.  It appeared to be several hundred feet tall.  Its shape reminded Jake of a smaller version of Devils Tower in Wyoming.  Its light gray color contrasted with the green foliage of the trees at its base.  As he looked closely, he saw a shimmering that ran down the cliff face that could only be a waterfall.
 
   “We should head to the buildings and see if we can find someone with a boat who will be willing to take us to the island.”  Hailyn said.
 
   “Just what I was thinking.”  Jake said with a smile, which Hailyn returned.  They had spent much of the time on the road talking to each other about their hopes and dreams, sharing secrets, so Jake felt much closer to Hailyn than before they left Sanduas. 
 
   The trip from Kersant had been fairly uneventful.  Except for a rainstorm that they ran into on the third day out, the weather had held fairly steady, cool and pleasant.  They had ventured into a village once to gather some supplies, but mostly stayed away from other people.  They made good time, riding throughout the day and stopping only at night.
 
   He booted Dontas into motion, heading down the hill.  He got the horse to a steady gallop, Hailyn riding at his side.  With the land covered in short clovers and the trees that were present scattered around in small stands, they were able to head straight for the buildings without any deviation.
 
   As they got closer, Jake saw that the buildings were actually a small home and a barn, built near the lakeshore.  There was a wooden split-rail fence that surrounded the property, with a small gate near the home.  Behind the barn was a small pier that extended into the lake.  Tied up at the end of the pier was a wooden boat with a single mast rising from the center of the craft.  The boat was wider in the middle with a narrow bow and stern.  Near the barn were several wooden racks, looking like A-frames with a single wooden pole running across the top.  There was something hanging from them, but they were still too far away to make out what it was.
 
   When they were near the home, they slowed the horses to a walk, approaching slowly.  Jake could now see it was fish hanging from the racks, covered in salt.  When he looked back towards the house, he saw the door open and a man step out.
 
   The man was slim, dressed in brown leather clothing.  He appeared to be in his thirties, with a receding hairline pushing back his light brown hair.  His face was ruddy, evidence that he spent his time outdoors.
 
   Jake noticed that face was unwelcoming, the sentiment made clear by the long spear in his hand.  Jake motioned Hailyn to stop and they halted the horses near the gate.
 
   “What do you want?”  The man demanded.
 
   “We are looking for someone who can take us to the island.”  Hailyn said gently.  “We mean you no harm.”
 
   “Do you have a death wish, strangers?”  The man asked with a sharp little bark of a laugh.  “No one goes to the island.”
 
   “I am a cleric of the One, good sir.”  Hailyn responded.  “I have to go to the island.  Are you sure that there is no one willing to sail us to it?”
 
   “A cleric, huh?”  The man grunted.  “You are not dressed like the clerics I have seen.”
 
   “We are from Sanduas.”  Hailyn said.  “We are traveling with the permission of the queen.”
 
   “Maybe she will come and take you to the island.”  The man said sarcastically.  He studied them some more, frowning at Jake’s weapons, obviously thinking things over.
 
   Looking back at Hailyn, he asked.  “Do you swear by the One that you and your companion mean no harm, cleric?”  When Hailyn nodded, he relaxed some, grounding his spear.  “If you are serious about going to the island, I can at least feed you something other than travel rations for a last meal.  I do want to stay on the One’s good side.”
 
   “That would be very kind of you, good sir.”  Hailyn said with a smile.  “My name is Hailyn and this is Jake.”
 
   “My name is Turlic.”  The man replied.  “I am a fisherman and trader.  Be welcome to my home.”
 
   Jake and Hailyn slid of their horses and tied them off on the fence.  They entered through the gate and were escorted into the house.  It was a simple home, with a large living area, a small kitchen and two rooms built against the far wall.  There was a rough-hewn wooden table near the kitchen.  In the kitchen itself stood a plump woman, plainly dressed in a simple cotton skirt and blouse, with her hair pulled back into a long ponytail.  She looked questioningly over at Turlic.
 
   “This is Sister Hailyn from Sanduas and her companion, Jake.”  Turlic said.  “They have a fool notion of going to the island, so I wanted to make sure they have one last good meal.”  He gestured at the woman.  “This is my wife, Ralien.”
 
   “Be welcome, Sister.”  Ralien said graciously.  She gestured at the table.  “Please be seated.”
 
   Once they had sat down, Ralien brought over some cups, the returned with two pitchers, one wine and the other water.  Turlic poured himself some wine while Jake and Hailyn choose the water.
 
   “Sister, why do you want to go the island?”  Turlic asked.
 
   “We are looking for something important.”  Hailyn replied.  “It may assist the clerics and we believe it is on the island.”
 
   “You are strangers here, so I feel it is my obligation to warn you.”  Turlic said, frowning.  “I was not exaggerating when I said no one goes to the island.  Oh, the occasional foolish young man and his idiot friends will make the attempt, their minds filled with the legends of a priceless treasure that is supposed to be on the island.”
 
   Turlic shook his head.  “Just last year, there were four lads that sailed to the island.  Three went ashore while the forth stayed with the boat.  The one on the boat said he heard screams shortly after they landed.  He claimed that he saw one of the others run out of the trees, bloodied and begging for help, then some monster came out of the trees, grabbed the wounded one and dragged him back.  The one on the boat returned immediately, his face pale and terrified.  After telling his tale, he was last seen riding a horse as fast as it would carry him away from the lake, heading into the hills.”
 
   “I am not sure what was true and what was not, but there is real danger on the island.”  He finished.  “Your friend may be good with his sword, but there could be things there that swords or a cleric cannot defend against.  Please reconsider your intentions, Sister.”
 
   “I appreciate your concern for our safety, Turlic.”  Hailyn said.  “But we have to go to the island, regardless of the danger.”
 
   Turlic frowned at that, clearly thinking about how he could dissuade her.  In the silence, the main door opened, drawing Jake’s attention, and a young girl entered.  She was wearing a simple blue dress with brown leather shoes.  Jake noticed that she was wearing a shawl wrapped around her head, shading her face.  Most notably, her left arm was bent at an angle, as if she were running, seemingly locked in place.
 
   She froze when she saw Jake and Hailyn sitting there.  Turlic saw Jake’s look and turned.
 
   “This is our daughter, Milyn.”  He told them, pain evident on his face.
 
   “What happened to her arm?”  Hailyn asked gently.
 
   “There was a plague that swept through here two years ago.”  Turlic replied after a moment.  “It only seemed to affect the children.  Most died from it, but Milyn survived.  It left her arm useless.”
 
   “I can look at it, if you wish.”  Hailyn said quietly.  “Perhaps I can do something to relieve the symptoms.”
 
   “You would be wasting your time, Sister.”  Turlic replied.  “A cleric came through several months after she had recovered.  He tried to heal her, but told us that the damage was done and could not be reversed.”
 
   “I would still like to try.”  Hailyn said.
 
   Turlic looked over at his wife.  After few moments, she nodded.  He sighed, turning to his daughter and gesturing to her.  “Come here, my love.”  He said gently.
 
   The little girl came over, slowly and hesitantly, and stopped near her father.  Hailyn motioned her to come closer.  “I will not hurt you, child.”  She said softly, a welcoming smile on her face.
 
   At the gentle prodding of her father, Milyn walked over to Hailyn.  She flinched when Hailyn reached out to push her shawl back.  When the shawl fell from her head, Jake saw why she was wearing it.
 
   The right side of her face was smooth and clear, what a child’s face should look like.  However, the left side was a ruin.  Deep red scars creased her face from her hairline to where her dress covered her shoulders.  The scars had pulled back the left side of her mouth, leaving it in a permanent grin, with her teeth exposed and some drool leaking.  Her left eye was covered in a white film, blinding her.
 
   “This is what the plague did to my beautiful daughter.”  Turlic said brokenly, his eyes full of unshed tears.
 
   Hailyn did not react, looking kindly at the girl, the smile still on her face.  She gently took the child’s head into her hands, and then closed her eyes.  Warm yellow light filled the room as she started to work her power to heal.  Jake saw her brows furrow in concentration.  They sat there, watching, but nothing seemed to be happening.
 
   Just when Jake was sure that Hailyn would give up, a flash of white light drew his attention towards her hands.  He was startled to see the runes on the bracelet glowing softly, the white light pulsing.  As he watched, small bursts of the light flowed from the bracelet into the girl.
 
   Turlic and Ralien gasped as the white light began to cover the damaged areas of their daughter.  Jake watched, transfixed, as the scars on the girl’s face seemed to melt away, restoring her skin, her left arm unbending.  Her mouth relaxed and the white film faded from the eye.  With a final flare, the light of the runes faded away.
 
   When Hailyn pulled her hands away and opened her eyes, Milyn was standing there whole, her body mended.  She burst into tears of happiness as her father and mother came over and embraced her, showering her with kisses.
 
   Jake turned from the scene to give them at least some privacy.  He leaned over to Hailyn.  “What did you do?”
 
   “I don’t think I did anything, Jake.”  She whispered.  “I was trying to fix the damage, using my power, but nothing was happening.  Suddenly, I felt heat on my wrist and felt that warmth flow into the girl.  I didn’t try to use it; I just let it continue to flow.”
 
   “Sister.”  They turned to face Turlic when he spoke, his voice choked with emotion.  There were tears streaming down his face.  “I cannot begin to thank you for what you just did.  While I fear for your safety, if you insist on going, I will take you to the island in the morning.  Please stay here tonight as our guests.”
 
   …
 
   As they made their way to Turlic’s boat, the sun rose on the far horizon, decorating the distant sky in a kaleidoscope of orange and reds.  It was visible only briefly, its light shining across the land from the sliver of open sky that existed between the land and the gray clouds that were covering the area.  It slid behind the clouds, muting its light and washing out the colors of the water and land.
 
   Jake and Hailyn followed Turlic’s instructions and took their places near the stern of the boat while Turlic made ready to sail.  Before he undid the mooring ropes, he attached a small dingy to the rear of the boat.  With the slight, but steady breeze blowing across the lake, Turlic raised his sail, the canvas catching the wind.  He uncoiled the ropes holding the boat to the dock, then took his place at the rudder as the boat started to move.
 
   They sailed out into deeper water.  Turlic turned the boat, adjusting his sail to keep the wind, and headed towards the island.  They picked up speed, the water making a gentle lapping sound against the wood as the bow cut through the small wind-driven waves.
 
   “We have decided to explore the cliff area first, Turlic.”  Jake told him.  “Can you get us as close as possible?”   
 
   While keeping an eye on his sail, he nodded.  “I will take you to where the river on the island flows into the lake.  There is a wider beach there, a better place to land.  The river appears to originate from the cliff, but it is impossible to navigate, so you will have to walk.”  He paused.  “I hope that following the river inland will give you some protection from being surrounded by whatever is on the island, with the fast-flowing water acting as a barrier on one side at least.”
 
   He looked at them, his face resolute, but unhappy.  “I will not set foot on the island.  That is why I brought the small boat; you will have to row to shore.  I will wait for you just offshore.”  He looked away.  “I hope you can forgive my cowardice, especially after what you did.”
 
   “There is nothing to forgive, friend Turlic, nor are you a coward.”  Hailyn said soothingly.  “You cannot aid us there, so there is no need for you to come along.  Knowing that you will be waiting for us is a great relief.”
 
   “You are kind, Sister.”  He replied, adjusting the rudder, his eyes focused on the island growing closer.  “I will wait for you for three days.  The boat will be ready to sail, night or day.  After three days, I will have to return to shore.”
 
   “We understand.”  Hailyn said, looking at Jake.  “From what you have told us, if we are not back in three days, then it is likely that we are not coming back.”
 
   That thought hung over them as they approached the island, the central cliff towering over them and the soft roar of the waterfall drifting across the lake.  Jake could see that the shore was a mix of rocks and sand, with the tree line set back anywhere from a few feet to several yards.  He could only see the trees moving in the wind; there was no evidence of anything living on the island.
 
   Turlic turned the boat again, readjusting the sail and paralleling the shore.  They followed the gentle curve of the island.  After a few minutes, Jake could hear the sound of flowing water.  They rounded a rocky point and a sandy beach opened up in front of them.  In the center of the beach, a swift moving river cut through it to the lake.  Jake saw why they could not sail up the river.  There were scattered rocks strewn through it, the water roiling over them, churning white.
 
   When they were still at least a couple of hundred feet from shore, Turlic lowered his sail and went to the bow, dropping a metal anchor.  Once the anchor settled on the bottom, he tied off its rope to the bow.  The boat drifted a short way, then the rope pulled taunt, holding it in place.  He returned to the stern and pulled the small boat close.
 
   “Be careful, Sister Hailyn and friend Jake.”  He said as he helped them climb into the other boat.  “I do not wish to return alone.”
 
   “It will be as the One wills.”  Hailyn responded kindly.  “Have faith.”
 
   “I will try, Sister.”  He replied with a forced grin.
 
   “We may be coming back sooner than you think, Turlic.”  Jake said as he set the oars in their holders.  “I doubt this will take us more than today.”
 
   “That I will pray for, Jake.”  He said as he pushed their boat gently away.  “The sooner we can be away from this place, the happier I will be.”
 
   Jake nodded, and then began to row.  He only had to row for a few minutes, navigating as close to the river as he could get, and then they were on the beach.  Once the boat slid to the stop, Jake jumped out and helped Hailyn off the boat.  He pulled it further on the beach, making sure it was securely grounded.
 
   With the noise from the river masking any other sound, they carefully looked around, seeking signs of movement.  After a few moments, Jake pointed towards the river, then up towards the cliff.  Hailyn nodded and turned to signal to Turlic that they were moving.  Jake drew his sword and started towards the river, Hailyn right behind him.
 
   They reached the river and looked inland.  The riverbanks were a jumble of stone, leading towards the cliff, the land rising slightly.  Taking a deep breath, Jake embraced his magic while scanning the surrounding terrain, his sword held at the ready.  Hailyn stayed right behind him, her power shining brightly.
 
   They made their way slowly, taking care to watch where they were stepping, trying to maintain footing on the sometimes slippery rocks.  They reached the top of the short incline and saw that the river ran straight to the cliff.  Jake could see the cliff face ahead through the gap in the trees that the river made, the waterfall covering most of what was visible.
 
   The riverbank was less rocky here, making their passage easier.  They moved quickly and soon found themselves clearing the trees and facing the cliff.
 
   Now that they were close, Jake saw that the cliff was more rounded, the edges forward and the center back, almost forming a horseshoe shape.  The waterfall fell from the top of the cliff into a large oval-shaped pond, which in turn fed the river.  He saw several openings along the cliff face, most natural looking, but some looked as if someone had made them.  Or something.  He thought grimly.
 
   “What now?”  He whispered to Hailyn while continuing to scan the area for danger.
 
   “Let’s follow the edge of the pond to the waterfall.”  She suggested.  “There may be an opening we cannot see.”
 
   Nodding, Jake started forward again.  He was starting to sweat from the tension, despite the cool temperatures, his eyes constantly roaming for anything out of the ordinary.  Despite his worries, they made it around the pond without incident.
 
   Jake was trying to see if there was something near the falls when Hailyn pointed.  Jake followed her hand and saw a small opening at the base of the cliff, the dark shape partly obscured by the falling water.  Jake nodded and began to slowly work his way towards it.
 
   The roar of the falls was deafening, the spray coming off it soaking their clothes.  The footing was slippery, making the passage more challenging.  There was a small gap in the rocks, filed with water, right before the opening.  Jake sheathed his sword, took a couple of quick steps and jumped the gap.  His boots slipped on landing and he slid into the cliff face, grabbing the rocks to keep his balance.  Once he was secure, he turned and motioned to Hailyn.  She made her leap, Jake catching her to keep her from falling.  Trading a tight smile with her, Jake turned and headed into the opening.
 
   Once inside, their powers lighting the area, Jake drew his sword again.  He saw that the opening led to a rough tunnel that ran deeper into the cliff.  He wiped the moisture from his face and moved forward.
 
   The tunnel rose and fell, as well as made several turns before it opened into a large chamber.  The crashing of the falling water echoed in the chamber, filling it with sound.  The chamber was about a hundred feet wide, with a tall ceiling that formed a rough dome above them.  Jake could make out several openings around the edges of the chamber.  However, one thing pulled his attention towards it.
 
   Against the far wall of the chamber was a coarse table of stone.  It looked about six feet long, standing on a single pedestal that was built on a small rise.  It was not the shape or condition of the table that drew him to it; it was the fact that it was glowing softly in a pale white light.  He exchanged a surprised look with Hailyn, and then started towards it.
 
   When they got very close to it, Jake felt his magic suddenly surge, his aura flaring brilliantly.  He did not do anything; it simply increased in intensity.  While he was processing the sensation, Hailyn suddenly gasped behind him.  Jake spun quickly and saw her power shining brightly as well.  However, she was staring at her wrist.  Jake saw that the runes on her bracelet glowing in the same pale light as the table.
 
   “Jake, I can feel it pulling at me.”  She said, eyes wide.  She moved closer to the table.  When she put her hand on it, the runes flared, a quick flash of silvery light.  They faded back to a soft pulsing glow when she removed her hand from the table.
 
   “The sword was here; I know it.”  She said, eyes glowing with joy.  “I feel like the bracelet is calling to me.  I think it can lead us to the sword.”
 
   “Is it close by?”  Jake asked.
 
   Hailyn concentrated for a moment, and then shook her head.  “I got a sense of a great distance, towards the north.  It is not close.”
 
   “Then let’s get out of here.”  He said, stepping away from the table, motioning back the way they came.
 
   “That I cannot allow.”  A sinister voice called out behind them.
 
   They spun around and saw a figure move into the chamber from one of the other openings.  As it came into the light, Jake felt fear rise up unbidden.  The figure was man-shaped, standing around six feet tall, and powerfully built, its muscles ripping as it moved.
 
   Jake knew it was a demon, but he had not seen one like this before.  This one seemed like a demon he would have pictured back home.  It had a human face, with flowing dark hair, but the same jet-black eyes as the other demons.  It had sharp claws at the end of its fingers and a deep reddish color to its skin.  Surmounting its head were two slightly curling black horns.
 
   “I have not seen a cleric in many years.”  The demon said, its dark power suddenly surrounding its body.  It pointed at Jake.  “I have never seen one like you, though.”
 
   “And you won’t again.”  Jake said as he stepped forward and attacked, launching a blast of power at the demon.
 
   The demon staggered back from the blow and counter-attacked.  Jake deflected the attack, feeling the demon’s strength.  He was a little surprised by it; it was the strongest he had faced since Creatos.  But between Hailyn and me, it doesn’t stand a chance.  He thought confidently.
 
   As if reading his mind, Hailyn moved off to his side, giving her a clear shot at the demon.  Before she could attack, the demon moved sideways, tilted its head back and let out a strange, high-pitched call.  It echoed throughout the chamber, reverberating down the passageways.
 
   As Hailyn struck, a blazing beam of clerics’ fire lashing at the demon, Jake attacked as well.  The twin blasts of power slammed into the demon, knocking it down, its form sizzling and burning, a cry of pain escaping from its lips.  But before they could finish it off, more demons began to flow into the chamber from the other openings.
 
   They were mostly Imps, but there were several of the female demons like the ones at Kersant.  Behind them came a twin of the demon they were just fighting.  Demon fire came streaking in at them from all sides, forcing them to defend.  Before they could try and run, the demons cut off their escape route.
 
   The fury of the demons’ power forced them to give ground, Jake feeling the dark energy breaking through his defenses, burning him.  He clenched his teeth against the pain, but he could not keep the demons’ fire completely away.  Hailyn, standing next to him, was also being pressed, her power shining, but she was not faring much better.  The chamber seemed to shake from the clashing explosions of the conflicting powers.
 
   Driven back step-by-step, Jake began to despair.  He did not think of how they could get out of this.  The overwhelming nature of the demons’ attack prevented him from countering, forcing him to focus on defense alone.  Even that was not sufficient enough.
 
   Retreating, they were forced back towards the table.  When they were almost on top of it, they entered that invisible bubble of power they felt before.  Jake felt his power surge and Hailyn’s aura became almost blinding.  The runes on the bracelet flared to life again, outshining both of their powers.
 
   Using this surge, Jake sent a blast of power, a cobalt wall of might, into the mass of demons.  His magic knocked the weaker ones down, while the others staggered back.  Hailyn directed a large bolt of swirling yellow and white fire into the demons, several Imps exploding to ash when it crashed into them.  Jake followed with another attack, destroying one of the female demons, its final cry of agony filling the chamber.  The demons continued to attack, scattering around the chamber to make them less of a target.
 
   “You attack and I’ll defend!”  Jake shouted over to Hailyn.  She nodded, her face a mask of concentration.
 
   Filled with the power of the Light, they fought on.  Jake deflected the demons’ fire while Hailyn destroyed the demons one by one.  Jake did not know how long the battle raged, but he could feel exhaustion creeping up on him when the last Imp was destroyed.  He saw that Hailyn was swaying as well.  By then, they were left facing the two male demons and a remaining female demon.
 
   Reaching over, Jake pulled Hailyn close.  Leaning on each other, they continued to fight. They rapidly destroyed the remaining demons, striking down the last one when it turned and tried to flee.
 
   In the sudden silence that followed, Jake fell to his knees, his power winking out and his skin raw from the burns he received.  With his ears still ringing from the explosions of power, Hailyn knelt down next to him, her hand on his neck.  Jake felt her power flow into him, healing his wounds.  When she finished, she gave him a wane smile, and then collapsed.
 
   His body trembling from exhaustion, he forced himself to cradle her body and pick her up.  He wanted to be off the island in case there were still demons present.  He staggered towards the tunnel that they came in, Hailyn held protectively against his body.
 
   …
 
   Turlic waited on his boat, worry gnawing at him, staring towards the small boat on the shore.  They had been gone for several hours and his imagination was filling his mind with a series of equally horrible fates that could befall those two.
 
   I am not a man to face such things.  He thought bitterly.
 
   A sudden flash of movement on the island caught his attention.  He tensed, waiting for some terror to appear.  To his relief, he saw Jake come stumbling out of the tree line, carrying Hailyn.  He saw Jake trip and fall to the sand, spinning his body to avoid landing on Hailyn.  He tried to push himself up, but fell back, unable to rise.
 
   Moving quickly, Turlic cut the rope attached to the anchor and raised his sail.  He directed his boat towards the shore.  This is something that I can do.  He told himself.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter19]Chapter nineteen
 
   The port of Far Southern was busy in the early morning light as Dominic rode Shadow down the main street towards the local garrison.  The warm ocean breeze at his back, blowing off the waves and heading inland, brought with it the harbor smells of salt, fish and garbage.  Along with the cries of the gulls wheeling overhead, the traders and merchants were already at work, their conversations and negotiations lending a constant buzz of noise echoing off the walls of the buildings.  Moshanna rode beside him, with the four clerics and ten soldiers, their long spears angled up and the spear points catching the sun, formed up behind them.
 
   Four days earlier, they had been taken to the harbor in the capital.  Awaiting them was a sleek trading ship, with twin masts and a rakish bow, called the Wavemistress.  Its captain, a supremely confidant man named Brelis, struck Dominic as a man who was not above skirting the law if it was profitable to him.  Brelis had a roguish air about him, impeccably dressed in fine clothes, incongruent with a working ship’s captain.  However, Commander Farrious, who had accompanied them to the dock, told him that the queen made a personal request to Brelis to carry them south.
 
   As soon as they had loaded the horses in the holds below deck, the ship had unmoored and slipped from the harbor.  Once on the open sea, the ship caught the wind, rising and falling as its bow cut through the waves, picking up speed.  Dominic had joined the captain on the bridge after they left the harbor, standing at the stern, watching the shore slowly shrink on the horizon behind them.
 
   “Have you ever been to sea, my lord?”  Brelis asked, a smile playing on his dark face as he watched Taric run to the side rail, heaving.  Several of the soldiers were already at the rail.  “You seem to have more fortitude than some of your companions.”
 
   “I have seen things that would upset the stomach more than some waves, Captain Brelis.”  Dominic replied, turning towards him.  “It is simply a matter of training and discipline.”
 
   “Please call me Brelis, my Lord Demonhunter.”  The man said with a laugh.  “Would you care to make a wager on whether discipline will help you if we run into one of the storms that can rise in the south at this time of the year?”
 
   “Forgive me, Brelis, but you have the look of a man who would go looking for a storm just to win that bet.”  Dominic said.  “I think I will keep my coin.”
 
   Brelis laughed loudly.  “I must say that I like you, my lord.  This should be an enjoyable trip.”
 
   Despite his seemingly jovial demeanor, Brelis ran a tight ship.  His sailors hurried to obey his commands and he was not above telling Dominic or anyone else on the ship what to do, expecting to be obeyed.  He kept a constant watch on their navigation, checking his charts against their speed and direction to track their location.  The ship sped along day and night, keeping the shore just beyond the horizon.
 
   They had arrived at Far Southern late last night, but were forced to wait outside the harbor until the harbormaster arrived just before dawn.  The harbormaster stood next to and directed Brelis as he maneuvered the Wavemistress to the dock.  Once the ship was moored, Brelis’ sailors began to lead the horses from the holds while Dominic’s party gathered their equipment and supplies.
 
   “I will wait for you here, my lord, to return you to Danelias.”  Brelis told Dominic as he prepared to disembark.  A grin crossed his face.  “The queen is paying me handsomely for my time, so there is no hurry to return.”
 
   “I will try to remember that, Captain Brelis.”  Dominic replied, shaking his head.  “I would not want to do anything to shortchange you.”
 
   They were headed to the local garrison to gather some additional supplies and a water wagon.  The area where Parshalthia was located was barren and hot, with little water available.  The water wagon carried enough water to take care of their and the horses’ needs.  It would slow them down, but Moshanna told him that they could not make it to Parshalthia without it.
 
   Dominic glanced behind him.  Sergeant Stonebuilder, the Queen’s Guard in charge of the other soldiers, was riding behind Taric and Halana, the young female cleric, with a frown on his face.  Stonebuilder had not been happy when Dominic had told them, before they left the ship, that Moshanna was his second.
 
   “My lord, I must protest.”  He had said.  “You cannot put a traitor in charge of us.  He has no honor.”
 
   “Sergeant, I am in command, placed there by the queen herself.”  Dominic had responded, fixing the man with a steady stare.  “Moshanna is my second and you will obey him.  If not, I will take your men and leave you behind.  You can explain to Commander Farrious or the queen why you refused to accompany me as you were ordered.”
 
   Stonebuilder had sat there in stony silence, finally nodding his head.  “It will be as you say, my lord, but I do not have to like it.”
 
   Dominic shook his head as he turned forward.  The Aletonians and their honor.  He thought.  Moshanna needs to find a way to clear his name.
 
   They rode up to the local garrison’s fortress, a squat building made of the same red stone as the rest of the buildings.  It was located next to the wall that surrounded the town, near the main gates.  They stopped the horses under an area designed for shade, open but covered by a thin thatched roof.  Dominic sent Stonebuilder inside to arrange for the water wagon while the rest waited.
 
   After twenty minutes, Stonebuilder came around from the rear of the building, driving a wagon pulled by four horses, with two very large wooden barrels mounted in place of the wagon bed.  At Moshanna’s command, one of the soldiers tied off Stonebuilder’s horse to his own.
 
   “Are we ready, Sergeant?”  Dominic asked.
 
   “We are, my lord.”  Stonebuilder stated
 
   “Then let us begin.”  Dominic said, spurring Shadow forward.
 
   As they passed through the town gates, heading west, the paved road transitioned to a hard-packed dirt road.  The land ahead of them was a rocky desert, the soil a monotonous pale brown, with jumbles of red and light yellow rocks rising from the ground.  The road they traveled on extended into hills that seemed to go on forever.  Except for some greenery near the coast, the hills were largely barren of plants.
 
   As the morning passed and the sun continued its rise in the sky, the temperature began to rise as well.  Everyone was soon sweating, the soldiers burdened with their armor and the clerics with their robes.  Dominic noticed Taric, his face bright red, start to sway slightly in his saddle as they rode.  Halana, riding close to him, handed him a waterskin and encouraged him to drink.  After he had drunk deeply, she reached over and clasped his hand, her form glowing in power.  When she released her power, his face was less flushed and he straightened in the saddle.  He leaned close to her and said something quietly.  She let out a soft laugh and patted his hand, a large smile on her face.
 
   Dominic saw that Moshanna had followed his gaze.  They shared a look, both slightly bemused.  After Halana had used her healing to help Taric with his seasickness, they had become inseparable on the ship.  They were always together, often just the two of them, talking quietly, their interest in each other obvious.
 
    “Are you sure this isn’t why Jonas sent you with me?”  He had said to Taric on the third day at sea.  “Maybe he was hoping to see you married off.”
 
   Taric had flushed bright red, embarrassed.  “It is not like that, Dominic.  Halana is a skilled healer and she is simply teaching me new techniques.”
 
   “I thought clerics were supposed to tell the truth, Brother.”  Dominic replied, cocking an eyebrow.   He clapped the young cleric on the shoulder as Taric sputtered, trying to figure out a response.  “Just make sure the mission is finished before you decide to run off together.”
 
   By mid-day, they halted to water and rest the horses.  They ate a quick meal, sitting in the shadow of their horses and refilling all of the waterskins from the wagon.
 
   “This heat can easily kill you.”  Welsen, one of the Aletonian clerics, told them all as they prepared to mount.  He and Quilian, the fourth cleric, were both older men, each having served with the army.  “Until we grow use to it, we all must continue to drink water.  Everyone should be consuming at least a skin an hour.”
 
   “We will all do as you say, Brother.”  Dominic ordered.
 
   They reached to the main north-south trade route in the late afternoon.  After another short break where the clerics checked on the condition of both man and horse, they turned south.  The road, if it could be called that, was lightly traveled.
 
    “There is not much, if any, trade with the people of the Southern Wilds.”  Moshanna announced as they headed south.  “I was assigned to the garrison here for some time when I was a soldier.  While not much is known about their customs, they are a tribal people, constantly warring with each other.  Some in the north had headed south, hotheads looking for adventure and clerics going to spread the message of the One or just to attempt to understand the southerners.  Few ever came back.  We may run into bands of the Wild men as we head south.  Unless they outnumber us, they are likely to scatter.  While a fight is unlikely, we must stay vigilant.”
 
   As the sun set in the west, they stopped and made camp, finding a suitable place a short way off the road.  As night settled over the hills, the temperature began to fall.  After a day of oppressive heat, the relatively cool night felt cold.  Some of the party began to shiver and wrapped themselves in their sleeping blankets.
 
   Dominic set the soldiers’ schedule for watch with Stonebuilder, checked on Shadow, and then went over to sit next to Moshanna.
 
   “What can we expect going forward?”  He asked.
 
    “We should be able to make it to the road that leads to Parshalthia tomorrow.”  Moshanna replied quietly.  “I have never been there, but I was told that it is only about a half-day ride to the ruins from there.”
 
   Dominic nodded.  “Do the Wild men travel there?  Should we expect to have contact with them?”
 
   Moshanna shook his head.  “I doubt it.  From what I know of them, they tend to stick to the trading route, raiding those unfortunates that venture too far south.  I am more concerned about coming across the demons and their followers.”
 
   He glanced over towards the clerics, who were sitting near the wagon.  “We only have four clerics.  We must make sure that they are protected or we will surely fail.  I would recommend that we assign a soldier to each.  That will only leave us and five soldiers to maneuver, but we need the clerics whole and fighting, if we face the demons.”
 
   Dominic considered it, and then nodded.  “In the morning, I will have Stonebuilder task his men to protect the clerics.”
 
   They broke camp in the early morning, riding out as the sun was rising.  As the day passed, the heat rose and was as brutal as the day before.  Traveling through the rocky terrain, the route would sometimes lead into small canyons that produced enough shade to provide a small measure of relief from the harsh heat.  Despite the relative comfort of the canyons, Dominic refused to stop to rest while in them.  He preferred open ground where they could see their enemies coming.
 
   In the late afternoon, as they were cresting a hill, Moshanna halted the column and pointed down along the path.  In the distance, through the heat shimmer rising from the ground, Dominic saw a small group of men running from the rocky outcroppings that lined the route ahead.  He could just make out what looked like light-colored armor on the men and long wooden spears held in their hands.  The group turned south along the route and, constantly looking back over their shoulders towards the outcroppings, continued to run.
 
   “Wild men?”  He asked Moshanna.
 
   “Yes.”  Moshanna replied as he studied the outcroppings ahead.  “They appear to be fleeing from something and I don’t think it was us.”
 
   Dominic nodded, having thought the same thing.  He turned and spoke to the rest of the party.  “We are continuing forward, but remain alert and ready.  The Wild men appear to be running from something, so there is likely danger ahead.  If attacked, we will charge through the ambush, then wheel around.”
 
   They rode forward, the rocky outcroppings a ragged maze of red and gray stone.  The soldiers held their spears at the ready, the clerics glowing in power while Dominic and Moshanna drew their swords.  As they entered the area, a palatable tension had gripped the group, eyes scanning the rocks for peril.
 
   Except for the sounds of the horses and the wagon as they moved, the air had gone still.  In that stillness, Dominic heard the faint sounds of movement amongst the rocks.  He tried to locate the position of the sound, but it faded away.  There was a brief moment of quiet before Taric cried out as he launched a blast of clerics’ fire.  “Demons!”
 
   Out of the rocks from both sides of the route, six Imps came leaping out, bodies surrounded by their power.  Taric’s blow struck one of the demons, slamming it back into a boulder.  The other clerics began to fight with the demons, deflecting the attacks while the soldiers lowered their spears, surging forward.
 
   Right behind the demons came at least fifteen of their followers, howling and charging forward.  Dominic wheeled to face the ones on his side of the route while Moshanna leapt from his horse, moving forward, sword ready, more comfortable fighting on the ground.
 
   As Dominic charged Shadow into the group coming out of the rocks, a wide wave of clerics’ fire streaked past him and slammed into the men.  The half-men in the group exploded into ash, but the others moved forward unharmed.  Dominic rode directly into them, sword swinging.  He caught one with a stroke to the head, the man crumpling to the ground, then deflected a swing from another’s sword.  Shadow ran another down, his hind legs kicking out.
 
   Dominic realized that the close proximity of the rocks would prevent Shadow from effective maneuvering, so he slid from the horse, rolling to his feet and seeing the two men racing forward.  He drew his dagger and met their charge.  He slipped past the first man, deflecting his blade, and then drove his dagger into the throat of the second man.  Releasing the dagger as the man collapsed, he spun and engaged the other man.  His opponent was good, his sword moving quickly, but Dominic charged into his guard, the man’s sword deflected by his breastplate and smashed his forearm into the man’s face.  As the man staggered back, Dominic’s sword was already moving.  His thrust caught the man between his throat and the top of his armor.  The man collapsed, blood pulsing from the wound.
 
   With no other followers near him, Dominic ran forward.  He caught a glimpse of a demon ahead.  He bounded off a short rock near the demon and leapt forward, sword overhead, point down.  The demon, which was directing its followers, must have heard his approach.  It spun, dark power coursing around its body.
 
   Time seemed to slow for Dominic.  He saw the black fire gather in the demon’s hands, then launch towards him.  He knew that he could not avoid the blow.  Embrace the pain.  He grimly told himself, praying his momentum would allow him drive his sword home before he died.
 
   Just as the demon fire reached his body, brilliant golden-white light burst from his sword.  The light shattered the demon’s attack, overwhelming its dark power.  Before the demon could react, Dominic’s sword slammed into its chest, the glowing blade sizzling as it slid in.  The demon screamed once, then convulsed, exploding into ash, driving Dominic back.
 
   He stared at his sword for a moment, the blade normal again.  It had to be Tomaris.  He thought, recalling the old man handling his sword.  He should have given me some warning.  That sudden light has startled him so much that he had almost dropped the sword.
 
   Shaking off his thoughts, he surged back into the fight.  Another demon fell to his sword, the light flaring again, and then he was engaged with three of the demons’ followers.  He was using all of his skill to keep their blades away, his single blade a blur as he parried their blows.  Suddenly, a spear point thrust from behind him on his left, taking one of his opponents in the stomach.  Another spear flashed past him on his right, knocking the other man back, followed by Stonebuilder with his sword in his hand.
 
   “Hold!”  Dominic heard Moshanna shout behind him as he finished the man in front of him with a couple of swift blows.  Dominic turned around to see the remaining two demons retreating with what was left of their followers into the stones across the route, deflecting the clerics’ attacks as they fled.
 
   Dominic saluted Stonebuilder and the other soldier that had come to his aid.  He whistled, calling Shadow.  The horse made its way through the rocks back to him.  Dominic swung into the saddle and rode forward.  He saw that two of the soldiers were dead, burned down by the demons.  The clerics were all unharmed, moving around healing the wounded.
 
   Dominic rode over to Moshanna, who was inspecting the body of one of the fallen demon followers.  He was unharmed, his skill with the sword protecting him.
 
   “Anything useful?”  Dominic asked.
 
   Moshanna stood and shrugged his shoulders.  “This man was Aletonian, but was not under the demons’ power.  I have heard that some serve willingly, but this is the first time I have faced one such.  There is nothing on him to give any clues, but I’m not sure I like what it portends.”
 
   “We will probably face more troubling things tomorrow, if the sword is in the ruins.”  Dominic said quietly, gazing towards the setting sun.  “Let’s move off and find a safe place to camp.  We will all need our rest before tomorrow.”
 
   …
 
   Far to the north and west, where the sun was still well above the horizon, a hooded and robed figure sat in the woods, watching.  Bruce Tilia needed to find someone who could carry the sword and this looked to be a likely spot.
 
   While he sat on his horse waiting and watching, he shifted uncomfortably.  Something about these woods reminded him of Anderson Grove back home.  He could not tell what it was, maybe the trees, but it brought back memories.  Even though he hated those memories, they still came, unbidden and unwelcome.
 
   He had been awkward as a teenager, thin, gangly and a bit of a klutz.  His interest in sci-fi and fantasy over sports identified him as a geek.  When he finally hit puberty, his reward was a bad case of acne.  His family had struggled to make ends meet, so he never had the cool clothes and a car was out of the question.  He had a couple of friends, geeks like him, but he always desired what he perceived as the good life of the rich kids.
 
   Unfortunately, that was never to be.  Despite his best efforts to fit in, Tim Masters and Joe Wallace had made high school a living hell for him.  Tim played baseball and was considered one of the best looking guys in his class, tall with blond hair and blue eyes.  His friend Joe, dark-haired and shorter, spent his free time in the weight room and was known as quite the lady’s man.  They ridiculed Bruce at every chance, pulling cruel pranks on him and humiliating him in front of the girls.  The pivotal moment came after he had summoned the courage to send Sally Hill, a pretty and popular girl in his math class whom he had desperately wanted to date, a note asking her out.
 
   To his surprise, he received a return note, signed by Sally, asking him to meet her at Anderson Grove after school.  She explained that her friends would never understand, so she wanted to meet him privately.  Such was his excitement over her response that he never considered it was anything but an honest reply.
 
   He had walked out to the Grove, constantly checking himself to ensure he looked his best.  He went to the spot where she said to meet her, getting there early.  He was thinking about what he should say, gathering his courage, when a familiar voice startled him out of his contemplation.
 
   “What a dumbass!”  He heard Tim’s voice sound from the trees nearby.  His heart sank as he saw Tim and Joe walk out of the Grove.  Tim was looking at him with a cruel gleam in his eyes.  “Did you really believe that someone like Sally would actually be interested in you?”  He spat contemptuously.
 
   “You are such a retard!”  Joe said, a smirk on his face.  His hands curled into fists.  “I’m going to enjoy kicking your ass.”
 
   Bruce sprang to his feet, backing away.  He knew his only options were to fight, which was out of the question, or run.  Tim and Joe’s positions meant that the only way to run was back into the Grove.  Maybe I can lose them in the trees.  He thought.
 
   Before either of them reacted, Bruce spun and ran as fast as he could into the Grove.  He heard the hoots of laughter coming from behind him.
 
   “Keep running!”  He heard Joe shout gleefully.  “You will only end up tired and beaten when I am done with you.”
 
   Terrified by the thought of those two catching him, Bruce ran as hard as he could.  He turned and weaved through the trees, trying to shake his pursuers.  He soon lost track of where he was running.  He came out into the clearing around the pond, his breath ragged in his throat.
 
   Stopping to catch his breath, he knelt on the rock that jutted into the pond.  His heart pounding, he heard his tormenters getting closer.  He knew that they would soon have him.  He blinked back the sudden tears, anticipating the pain that would shortly be visited upon him.
 
   A desperate idea formed when he saw the tall reeds that were growing in the middle of the pond.  He slid into the cold water and made his way to the reeds, hoping that he could hide in them and praying they would give him enough cover.  He treaded water, trying to stay as still as possible.  He had just caught a glimpse of Tim coming out of the woods when it felt like something grabbed him by his legs and he was pulled under.
 
   Instinctively, he screamed, knowing it was stupid, but instead of swallowing water, he found himself surrounded in a bright light.  He could not move, the light wrapping tightly around his body.  It had been warm in the light, the only sensation being one of movement.
 
   Lost in that warmth, he had not been prepared when the darkness suddenly slammed into the light.  He had been terrified anew when the darkness had overcome the light, surrounding him in a cold, black oblivion.  The cold was everywhere, numbing his mind, but the sensation of movement had continued.
 
   The darkness began to fade, slowly dissipating like a mist.  When it cleared, he had found himself on a rocky hill, a cool costal wind blowing.  He looked around, seeing some scattered trees amongst the rocks, the sky overcast, filled with roiling gray clouds.  Falling to his knees, he held his head in his hands, certain that he was losing his mind.
 
   While he knelt there, completely bewildered, he felt suddenly lightheaded.  As he sat down to forestall falling over, his heart still pounding in his chest, he heard the approach of horses.  He looked up to see a group of men on horses come riding over the hill.  Bruce saw that they were armed with swords and wearing leather armor with metal rings sewed in.  They rode up to him and encircled him.
 
   Bruce saw the wild look in their eyes for the first time.  They were grinning at him, taunting him as they circled him.  They finally stopped, the man apparently in charge sliding off his horse.  Bruce tried to talk with him, to find out what was happening, but the man simply laughed and slapped him hard across the face.  The man roughly grabbed him by the arm, twisting it and forcing him to the ground.  Shortly, Bruce found himself bound and draped over a horse.
 
   The men rode off, laughing and joking, Bruce bouncing against the horse’s back.  His head rocking back and forth, Bruce could only catch glimpses of where they were going.  It was only when the men slowed that he was able to see what lay ahead.
 
   Before them was a large fortress, made of ugly dark gray stones, towering above the rolling hills, a heavy metal gate near the base.  It reminded Bruce of something out of one of his fantasy novels.  The men rode up to the gate and stopped.
 
   He was dragged off the horse and yanked to his feet, the men unconcerned if they hurt him.  They pushed him into the fortress, prodding him along with kicks and blows.  The large hallway he found himself was cold and frightening, with only a few torches lighting the way.
 
   Suddenly, he felt as if something had seized his heart and slammed him into an icy lake, pure terror coursing through his body.  A short robed figure appeared in the hallway ahead of him.  The men guarding him bowed as the figure approached, dragging Bruce to his knees.  Bruce’s teeth were chattering, tears welling in his eyes, feeling like he was going to piss himself as the figure stopped in front of him.  He stared in horror at the brown-scaled face, those black eyes and sharp teeth.
 
   “I will take him from here.”  The Imp said, clutching Bruce’s arm.  The men bowed again and left.  The demon yanked Bruce to his feet.  “Let’s go, boy.  My Master awaits you.”  It said with a low chuckle that froze Bruce’s blood.
 
   He was half-dragged down the hall and pulled through the set of double doors.  He caught a glimpse of the stone throne and that swirling black vortex before he was slammed to the stone floor.
 
   “Do not treat our guest so roughly, my brother.”  Another voice, deep and powerful, said from the direction of the throne.  “I want him to feel welcome here.”
 
   “As you command, Master.”  The Imp said, backing away.
 
   “Rise, mortal.”  The voice said.  Bruce sensed it coming closer.  “You will not be harmed any further.”
 
   Bruce lay quivering on the floor, unable to rise, his body unresponsive, terror overwhelming him.  He lay there until he felt hands grasp his shoulders and lift him up.  Looking up, he saw his Master for the first time.
 
   The sound of the door of the farmhouse opening and closing brought Bruce back to the present.  He shuddered slightly, recalling that first touch of his Master.  His Master had shown him many things, including the true nature of his power, but he still hated and feared him.
 
   A girl around fifteen or sixteen had exited the house, heading towards the barn.  She was dressed in a rough linen dress, a shawl covering her shoulders, with leather boots visible under her skirt.  Perfect.  Bruce thought as he started his horse forward.
 
   He circled around to the back side of the barn, getting off the horse and listening.  He heard the girl singing softly as she worked inside.  He went over to the side door and slipped inside.
 
   The girl was distracted, feeding the cows that were inside the barn, and did not notice him at first.  He approached her, studying her as he got close.  She was attractive, with light brown hair and pale skin.  When she straightened and caught sight of him, he saw her pretty blue eyes grow wide with fear.
 
   She screamed once before Bruce used his power, reaching in and touching her life force.  Since he was a wielder of the demons’ power, the girl’s life force hurt him, his eyebrows clinching from the pain.  He endured it, as his Master had taught him that he only needed to draw a tiny bit to influence her.
 
   Her scream ended and she stared at him, eyes now unfocused.  Gently pulling at her life force, he spoke.  “You will come with me and not resist.  You will do as I command when I command it.  Nod if you understand.”  The girl nodded.
 
   He gently released her life force, allowing the suggestion to take hold.  “Follow me.”  He said and exited the barn, the girl close behind him.
 
   After he climbed onto his horse and pulled her up in front of him, he began to ride off when an arrow flew past his head, the fletching making a slight buzzing sound as it passed.  Looking back towards the house, he saw an older man standing in the yard between the house and barn, notching another arrow into his bow.  Behind him was a woman who looked similar to the girl, clutching a small boy to her.
 
   “Release my daughter or I will not miss this time!”  The man shouted, raising the bow.
 
   Bruce laughed, his power filling him.  Before the man could react, Bruce covered him in dark fire, the man crying out in agony briefly before collapsing into a burning heap.  Bruce struck the woman and boy, killing them as well.
 
   The girl cried out at the sight and began to weep.  “Enough!”  Bruce snapped as he turned the horse north.
 
   The girl immediately went silent.  Bruce booted the horse forward, holding on to the reins with one hand and wrapping his other hand around the girl.  He could feel her breasts right above his arm as they rode.  Another benefit of finding this girl.  He smiled to himself, thinking lustful thoughts.
 
   As they rode away, the black, oily smoke rose into the air behind them and near silence descended over the farmstead.  The only sound in the area was the low crackling of burning flesh.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter20]Chapter Twenty
 
   With a dense bank of clouds overhead blocking out the moon and stars, the torches lining the streets made small pools of light, separated by gaps of shadow.  Marcus waited near the Temple, standing in the shadows, his shield on his arm.  Daen and Nathen were just behind him.  After Marcus had carried him to Jonas for healing, Nathen told them what had happened in the dungeons.  Both were dressed in their armor and a new sword had been found for Nathen.
 
   Nearby, hidden from view, were fifty Royal Guardsmen, along with ten clerics.  They were waiting for orders to move out from Commander Helgrant.  Marcus had been surprised when Helgrant had come back with Daen when he had returned from trying to locate the Guardsmen who worked in the dungeon.  Helgrant and Jonas had spoken privately, and then Helgrant had joined their meeting last night.  He announced that he would support any action that Jonas felt was needed.
 
   “We need to track down this demon.”  Jonas had said.  “If it can move about through the tunnels and sewers, then it can strike anywhere in the city.  I am afraid that includes the palace.”
 
   “We also need to find a way to get to the king.”  He continued.  “We have to know if he is under the influence of the demon.  If he is acting out of duress or being held captive and forced to make the orders he is issuing, then we need to rescue him.”
 
   “How do you suggest that we accomplish this?”  Marcus asked.  “We are barred from the palace and my father’s men-at-arms control all of the accesses to it.”
 
   “Maybe not all.  Nathen told us of his flight from the dungeons.”  Jonas replied.  “He spoke of struggling up a set of stairs when he heard voices that sounded like your father’s men and was forced to retreat back into the sewers.  I believe that those stairs offer a way into the palace.  Commander Helgrant can take his men in that way.”
 
   “So, we are going to assault the palace from the inside?”  Marcus asked.  “Even if Helgrant can get enough Guardsmen to overcome my father’s men, fighting in the palace will put Keria at risk.  I will not allow that.”
 
   “Stopping a demon running loose in the city is more important than anyone’s personal safety, including the princess.”  Jonas argued, though his face was compassionate.  “If we can control the palace, that denies the demon a strong location.”
 
   “Let me go in first then.”  Marcus pleaded.  “I know my way around the palace.  I can reach Keria’s room and safeguard her when Helgrant begins his assault.”
 
   “I will go with you, Marcus.”  Nathen stated.  “You will need someone to guard your back.”
 
   “I will go as well.”  Daen said, looking at Helgrant.  “If the Commander approves.”
 
   “We are all sworn to protect the royal family and have made a mess of it.”  Helgrant said.  “If you three believe that you can reach and defend the princess, then you have my permission and blessing.  I will gather as many of the Royal Guard as I can find to assault the palace.  We will seek out the king once we are inside.”
 
   “I will send my clerics with you.”  Jonas said.  “If the demon is there, you will need their power.”
 
   “What are you going to do, Jonas?”  Marcus asked.
 
   “I am going to follow Nathen’s path back to the dungeons.”  Jonas said, face turning grim.  “With the Royal Guard dispersed, we do not have enough men to assault both the dungeons and the palace.  The palace must take priority for your men.  If the demon is still in the dungeons, I plan on confronting and destroying it.  If it is gone, then I will attempt to track it down.”
 
   “I will go with you.”  Norlan interjected.  He had been sitting there silently, listening to the conversation.  “I am not a soldier, but I will not allow you go off by yourself.  There may be normal men there as well, so your power will not be enough.”
 
   “You should stay with your family-.”  Jonas began.
 
   “I have pledged myself to this cause.”  Norlan interrupted, voice firm.  “I cannot stand by while you all risk everything to save our city.”
 
   Jonas could tell that Norlan would not be dissuaded.  “I will welcome your presence, Norlan, but you must agree to flee if I tell you to.”
 
   “We can discuss that when it comes to pass, Jonas.”  Norlan stated, crossing his arms.
 
    Even as Marcus thought of what Norlan had said the previous night, Norlan appeared from the Temple, walking next to Jonas.  Marcus was surprised when they stopped nearby.  Norlan was wearing a heavy breastplate, his thick arms bare, holding a large wooden maul in his hand, a single metal spike extending from each end of the head of the hammer.  He was holding the leash to Maxis in the other, the big dog staying close.
 
   Marcus and Helgrant joined them.  “Where did you get your armor and weapon, Norlan?”  Marcus whispered.
 
   “I made them following the attack on the city.”  He replied quietly.  “I was determined to be properly prepared to defend my family, if the need rose again.”
 
   “Where are Madalin and Cherise?”  Marcus inquired.
 
   “I sent them to stay with friends and told them to flee the city if I do not return by the morning.”  Norlan said.  He reached over and patted Maxis.  “Cherise insisted that I take the dog.”
 
   “We are as ready as we are going to be.”  Jonas said, his staff resting in the crook of his arm.  “Let us do this and may the One grant us victory.”
 
   At Jonas’ signal, Nathen took the lead, taking them back to the opening that he had come out when he escaped the dungeons.  The opening was fairly small, so they had to enter one at a time.  Helgrant ordered some of his men protect the area, watching for anyone that could give away their location, while they entered into the sewers.
 
   Marcus went through the opening, nose wrinkling at the smell, seeing what looked like a black pit directly ahead.  The stone floor, slick with moisture, began to angle down, descending into the darkness.  He saw the Guardsmen ahead of him disappear as they crossed into that blackness.  He followed, shifting his shield to his back to free his hands.  As he passed into the tunnel, a bright light suddenly shone below, lighting the narrow walls as Jonas called up his power.  He was joined by the other clerics, filling the sewer tunnels with golden light.  Marcus saw Norlan below him, Maxis pressed against his leg, as they slowly made their way down.
 
   After all of the party was gathered in the tunnels and Helgrant nodded to Jonas, they started towards the palace.  Jonas placed clerics at the ends of their line, prepared to defend against the demon.  The tunnels echoed their passage, despite their best efforts to move quietly.
 
   They soon came upon a cross tunnel and halted.  After glancing down the tunnel, Nathen spoke quietly to Jonas, who nodded and called them to gather closer.
 
   “Nathen tells me that this is the tunnel that leads to the palace.”  Jonas said quietly.  “Marcus, your team will go first, followed by the rest of the force after ten minutes.  Five of the clerics will go with that force.  The other five will remain here, to protect your rear if the demon appears.  Norlan and I will continue on to the dungeons.”
 
   He raised his hand in benediction.  “Go with the blessings of the One.  May He keep you safe and in His Light.”  With that, he, Norlan and the dog continued on, disappearing into the dark tunnels.
 
   “Luck to us all.”  Marcus said to the others, lighting a small torch, then motioned Nathen and Daen to join him.  They started forward, the light of the clerics fading behind them.
 
   After around five minutes of walking, they reached a set of stairs like the one Nathen had mentioned.  Marcus looked the question at Nathen, who nodded.  They paused, listening for any sounds.  Hearing none, Marcus tossed the torch into the slowly flowing water, plunging them into darkness.  He strapped on his shield and drew his sword.  Daen and Nathen followed his lead, arming themselves, and then they started up.
 
   As they climbed, the stairs made several turns, but there was no exit that they could find.  They continued up, moving quickly, but quietly, listening for any sounds.  They were approaching another turn in the stairs when there was a sudden light ahead.
 
   They flattened themselves against the walls, trying to stay hidden.  They heard the low sounds of men talking, and then the light faded, followed by the sound of a door closing.
 
   They moved ahead, ascending the stairs until they came upon a wooden door.  Marcus put his ear against the door, listening.  He could not tell if anyone was on the other side.  He took a deep breath, slowly lifting the latch, the metal squeaking slightly as it rubbed against the doorframe.  Lunging forward, he threw the door open and leapt into the opening.
 
   He saw that he was in a storage room, with tools and boxes scattered around, and some straw covering the floor.  There were several torches lit and hanging on the walls.  Across the room, he saw two palace servants, the men backing away in surprise, eyes wide and disbelieving.  Marcus quickly crossed the room to confront the servants as Daen and Nathen followed him in, moving to block the door against the far wall, preventing their exit.
 
   “Do not cry out.”  Marcus told the men firmly, raising his sword.  The men backed away until they were against the wall.  “We are here to defend the princess.  The Royal Guard will be following us shortly.  I have to prevent you from warning the others, so we will confine you here.  If you are true servants of the royal family, you have nothing to fear.  You will be released when we have accomplished our mission.”
 
   The men complied when Daen found some rope and ordered them to kneel.  He tied off their arms, then gently laid them down and bound their feet.  Nathen tore some strips from their clothing and use it as gags.  They shifted the men behind some boxes, and then moved on, exiting the room.
 
   They entered the hallway beyond the room.  They did not see signs of anyone else.  Moving swiftly, they went to the end of the hallway, where there was a connecting hallway, this one lit with many torches.
 
   “Do you know where we are?”  Marcus asked, not recognizing the area.
 
   “You have got to start interacting with the common people, Marcus.”  Nathen said lightly, though he was watching the tunnel for movement.  “This is the connecting tunnel that allows the servants to move quickly and unseen from the kitchens to the royal suites.  We need to go right.”
 
   Nodding, Marcus led them down the hall, fully expecting to run into some servants along the way.  Surprisingly, they made it to the staircase at the end of the hall undetected.  Nathen motioned to go up.  Marcus headed up slowly, his companions right behind him, his sword ready.  When they reached a door near the top of the stairs, Nathen put a hand on his shoulder, halting him.
 
   “This will open into the hallway that leads to the royal suites.”  Nathen whispered in his ear, so low that Marcus could almost not hear him.  “We are likely to run into guards on the other side.”
 
   Marcus nodded and grasped the latch.  He slowly opened the door, looking out of the growing gap down the hallway.  Several feet away, he saw the backs of two of his father’s men-at-arms.  He gestured to Daen and Nathen, indicating two enemies.  When they nodded, he pushed the door open and surged forward.  The men had barely begun to turn at the noise when Marcus plunged his sword into the back of the man on the right, driving it through him, the point exiting the man’s chest.  The other began to cry out, but Daen slammed his shield into the man’s head and thrust his sword into his chest.  The man fell next to his companion.
 
   They quickly dragged the dead men into the stairwell, closing the door behind them and continued on.  Marcus hated having to strike a man from behind, but he would do it over and over if it meant protecting Keria.  He knew the way now and hurried towards her rooms.
 
   When he reached the hallway that led to her rooms, he paused, looking down the hall.  He stiffened when he saw Rolas and two soldiers approach her door.  Rolas said something that caused the men to laugh roughly, and then strode into Keria’s apartment.  He saw the soldiers lean against the door, listening.
 
   “Rolas is here.” Marcus told his companions, voice cold and hard.  “There are two soldiers at the door.  I want you to deal with them while I confront my brother.”  When they nodded, Marcus charged down the hall, Daen and Nathen moving with him.
 
   The two soldiers jerked back from the doors, hands going to their swords, as the three headed straight for them.  Marcus drove his shield into the closest one, knocking him back into his partner.  Spinning away from the impact, he charged through the doors while Daen and Nathen engaged the soldiers.
 
   Glancing around the sitting room, he saw that Rolas was not there.  He heard Keria cry out from behind the closed doors of her bedroom.  His mind suddenly red with rage, he ran forward and slammed into the doors, shattering the locks and splintering the wood.  He stumbled briefly, but caught himself.
 
   Across the room, near the bed, Marcus saw that Rolas had Keria by one arm while his other hand was pulling at her dress.  Marcus saw a red mark on Keria’s cheek where she had been struck.  His brother pushed her away as he spun to face Marcus.
 
   “So, my dear brother returns.”  Rolas said mockingly as he drew his sword and stepped away from the bed.  “Playing the hero until the end.  This time, Father will not be around to save you.”
 
   Teeth clenched in fury, Marcus closed the gap with his brother.  His brother moved quickly to counter him, his sword moving.  Marcus took the blow in his shield, slashing with his sword.  His brother danced out of the way, and then attacked.  Marcus barely deflected the stroke with his sword, and then swung his shield.  His shield clipped his brother on the shoulder, knocking him off balance, but he was able to move out of the reach of Marcus’ sword before he could strike.
 
   The sound of the clashing steel echoed in the room as the two brothers fought.  They circled each other, stalking like predators, one attacking while the other defended.  There was no thought of quarter, the hate between them overwhelming any sense of chivalry.  They continued to attempt to land a decisive blow, but they were evenly matched.
 
   Daen and Nathen burst into the room and moved to support Marcus.  They were closing on Rolas when Marcus shouted at them.
 
   “No!”  He yelled.  “He is mine.  Protect Keria.”  His friends shared a look, but went over to the bed, placing themselves between the combatants and the princess.
 
   Rolas sneered at Marcus’ warning.  “It is the other way around, little brother.  You are mine!”  With that, he surged forward, his sword spinning and darting in, attacking all out.
 
   Marcus was forced back by the savagery of the attack, barely keeping Rolas’ sword at bay.  He stumbled against a piece of Keria’s furniture, losing his balance.  Rolas struck quickly, his sword slipping past Marcus’ guard, the point driving into the chainmail.  Marcus felt the sword tip slide into his flesh, sudden pain blooming in his upper abdomen.
 
   He spun away, bringing shield up to deflect Rolas’ next attack.  As he did that, Rolas swung his forward leg, catching Marcus near his ankles, sweeping his feet from under him.  Marcus rolled, dodging a heavy swing that rang as the blade struck the floor, trying to get his footing.  Rolas followed, a fixed smile on his face, his sword coming down again.  Marcus was able to get his shield up in time to catch the blow.
 
   But Rolas was overconfident, stepping too close in his approach.  Marcus desperately swung his sword, the tip catching Rolas just below his knee.  The sword bit deep and Rolas stumbled back, howling in pain.
 
   Marcus got to his feet and charged, shield up.  Rolas tried to move, but his injured leg slowed him.  Marcus slammed into him, driving him from his feet.  Marcus thrust his sword downwards and struck Rolas just below the heart.  His brother convulsed, a strangled scream coming from his lips, and his sword tumbled free.  Marcus yanked his sword out and fell back, going to one knee and clutching his wound.
 
   Rolas looked over at him, his visage racked with pain, but eyes filled with hate.  “You think you have won, brother, but you have already lost.”  He gasped, then shuddered once more and lay still.
 
   As Marcus knelt and stared at his brother, his emotions roiling, Keria and his friends came up to him.  They lifted his mail and pushed a crumpled piece of bed sheet against his wound, securing it with long strips of cloth.  After the bandage was in place, they helped him up.  Gripping his sword, he spoke.  “We need to get Keria out of the palace.”
 
   Keria placed a hand on his arm, shaking her head.  “We cannot leave yet.  We have to see if we can make it to my father’s quarters.  Something has happened to him; I know he is in danger.”
 
   “The Royal Guard are assaulting the palace by now.”  Marcus said.  “It is too dangerous for us to take you there.  We must get you out of the palace.  I swear that I will return and look for your father.”
 
   “I will not leave, Marcus.”  Keria said stubbornly.  “I can give you a royal command, but I would rather you support me in this.”
 
   Marcus stared at her as he weighed his options.  His first instinct was to simply grab her and drag her from the palace, but he knew that would be a mistake that would cost him dearly.  He could leave her here, under Nathen and Daen’s protection.  Unfortunately, she would simply command them to do as she said and they would.  While he was loath to expose her to danger, he did not see any other good option if she insisted on going.
 
   “Very well, Keria.”  Marcus said.  “However, my condition is this: you will agree to obey me until we are safely away from the palace.  If I feel that it is too dangerous to continue, we will turn around.  If I tell you to run, you will run without question.  Do you agree to this?”
 
   Keria looked into his eyes, her own eyes shining with pride and love.  “I agree, Marcus.”  She said simply.
 
   “Stay next to me.”  Marcus said as they started towards the door.  As they got close to the hallway, they could hear the distant shouts and screams as fighting raged in the palace.  Helgrant’s team had indeed begun their assault.  Marcus glanced down the hall, but other than the two bodies of the soldiers, no one was in sight.
 
   He signaled and they move swiftly down the hall.  They headed towards the king’s chambers, stopping to glance down the crossing hallways, then continued on.  Marcus knew that they would be passing the apartments that the king had assigned to his family.  As they drew close, he stopped the small party.
 
   “I need to confront my parents.”  He told them quietly.  “They are behind much of what happened here, so I need to know why.  We may get some answers that will help us save the king.”  He looked over at Keria.  “If they will not talk, then we will continue on.”
 
   She placed a hand on his arm and nodded sympathetically.  “We will stop, Marcus.”
 
   They continued slowly moving forward, watchful for Lord Marcelas’ men-at-arms.  They reached the doors to the apartments without any confrontations.  Marcus was reaching for the handle when Daen nudged him.  He turned and saw Captain Justian coming down the hall, sword in hand.  Marcus started to step forward when Nathen stopped him.
 
   “Go.  I will deal with this one, Marcus.”  He said grimly, face a mask as he stared at Justian.  “I owe him for what happened to Sister Silvan.”
 
   “Go, Marcus.”  Daen said as well.  “We will make sure you are undisturbed.”
 
   Marcus nodded and opened the door as his friends moved down the hall.  He and Keria went inside, closing the door behind them.  Marcus motioned for Keria to stay behind him as they moved towards the living quarters.  There were only a few candles burning when they entered the library.  Those candles and the crackling embers in the fireplace were the only light in the room, leaving pockets of shadow.  When Marcus looked towards the fireplace, he saw the top of his father’s head in one of the chairs facing the fire.  He moved around the chair to confront his father.
 
   His father was sitting there, slightly slumped over, skin pale and eyes open, fixed and staring.  His mouth hung open, dried drool visible on the corners, his face covered in rough stubble.  Marcus knelt down and reached out to touch his hand, but it was already cold.  He heard Keria gasp.
 
   Movement near the corner of the room caught his attention.  He rose quickly and brought up his sword.  As he watched, his mother stepped into the light of a nearby candle, holding a wine glass in her hand.
 
   “What is this about, Mother?”  Marcus demanded.  “What happened to Father?”
 
   His mother sat down in a chair and took another drink before she responded.  She looked up at her son, her eyes cold but slightly unfocused.  “That was your foolish brother’s doing.”  She said.  “I told him that the potion had to be used in small doses, but he did not listen.”
 
   “Potion?”  Marcus demanded.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I was given a potion by the demons I serve.”  His mother replied directly, seemingly unconcerned about the revelation.  “It makes men biddable to suggestion.  It has to be used carefully because too much will kill.”  She smiled a cruel smile, twisting that beautiful face.  “Why do you think your father and the king agreed to marry Rolas to the princess?  Your father loved you and wanted to see you happy.  After you had made your intentions known that night, I had to take steps.”
 
   “Why, Mother?”  Marcus said sadly.  “Why did you betray us?”
 
   “Because I should have been Queen!”  She snapped.  She swayed slightly and raised a hand to her head.  “If it had not been for your father’s interest in me, I would have won the king’s heart.  But his father and the king’s father put an end to that.  It should have been me on the throne, not stuck in the far reaches, expected to be nothing but a brood sow.”
 
   “It was shortly after you were born that I committed myself to the demons’ cause.”  She continued, though her voice began to slur.  “I was told that I would one day rule, if I did what I was instructed.  At first, I was only asked for information about the court.  Then, I was given a potion and told to make sure Brother Jonas drank it.  I was able to slip it into his drink at a palace function, but his wife drank it instead.  That was when she took ill and died.”
 
   “I was more successful when I was told to eliminate the queen.”  She said, looking at Keria.  “It was one small step on the path to ruling, my dear.  Your mother was simply an obstacle that had to be removed.”
 
   She took another drink of her wine and turned back to Marcus.   “I was forbidden to kill your father, though.  My masters thought that it would be too suspicious if he were to die, and then I married the king.  I was stuck with my lot until recently.”
 
   “The demons decided it was time to change the direction of the realm; Sanduas and its clerics had thwarted them long enough.  I was to get Rolas married to the princess, and then we could eliminate the king and Keria, leaving the kingdom in our hands.”  She shook her head.  “Of course, it was likely that I would have to eliminate Rolas as well.  He was just too unstable.”
 
   “You have condemned yourself, Mother.”  Marcus said harshly.  “You will not escape the headman’s ax.”
 
   “You are wrong about that, my son.”  Arelia said, another smile crossing her face.  “I have failed in my task.  I have no intention of being here when the demon comes for me.”
 
   “I will not allow you to leave, Mother.”  Marcus stated coldly.
 
   “I don’t need you for that, Marcus.”  His mother said, lifting her cup.  “There was enough potion left for me to escape.”  She shuddered, the cup falling from her hand.  Her head slumped forward.  “Escape from all of you.”  She whispered and went limp.
 
   Marcus stood and simply stared at her, his mind numb, stunned and disbelieving.  Keria came up to him, wrapping her arms around him.  “We need to go, Marcus.”  She said gently.  “There is nothing you can do.”
 
   Blinking away sudden tears, he nodded and straightened his shoulders.  They left the apartments to find Daen kneeling down and wrapping part of his shirt around Nathen’s arm, who was sitting and leaning against the wall.  A makeshift bandage was already around his head.
 
   Marcus looked down the hall and saw Justian lying on the floor, a pool of blood around him.  As he reached down to help Nathen up, the sound of approaching men echoed down the hall.  He pulled Nathen to his feet and stepped forward to meet this threat.
 
   Several tense moments passed, then he relaxed when Commander Helgrant appeared, leading a group of Royal Guardsmen.  They were all bloodied, but whole.
 
   Helgrant saw Keria behind Marcus, relief crossing his face.  He stepped forward and knelt.  “Your Majesty, we have secured the palace.  The remaining men of Marcelas’ force have fled.”
 
   Marcus started at the title used.  Keria stepped forward, eyes wide and suddenly full of tears.  “What are you saying, Commander?”  She said brokenly.
 
   “We found your father in his quarters, my Queen, but the king was already dead.”  Helgrant said sympathetically.
 
   Keria stood there, swaying slightly.  “Thank you, Commander.”  She said, voice thick with emotion.  “Send runners to the army garrison.  Tell them that the soldiers are to deploy around the city.  Any of Lord Marcelas’ men found are to be captured or killed.  Also, send soldiers and clerics to secure the dungeons.”
 
   “There are some clerics waiting in the sewers, my Queen.”  Daen said, kneeling.  “With your permission, Nathen and I will go find them and lead them to the dungeons.  We also have to free a couple of servants that we left tied up.”
 
   At Keria’s nod, Marcus’ friends ran down the hall.  Helgrant sent one of his soldiers to relay Keria’s order, then ordered the rest down the hallways to make sure the area was secured.  He looked at Keria’s face, sympathy in his eyes, then moved down the hall a short way, leaving Marcus and Keria alone.  Before Marcus could say anything, she turned and threw herself into his arms, weeping.
 
   …
 
   With the smell of the sewers fading slightly, Norlan followed Jonas as they made their way up the crumbling stone stairs, Maxis at his side and his maul gripped tightly in his hand.  They had worked their way through the sewers and found the stones that indicated Nathen’s fall.  They quietly explored the area until they discovered these stairs leading up towards the dungeons.
 
   They reached the top of the stairs and found a rusting metal door barring their way.  Norlan slipped past Jonas and tried to lift the latch as he pulled on the door, but it was rusted shut.  Motioning Jonas to step back, Norlan jammed one of the spikes on his maul into the latch and, using the maul as a lever, pulled with all of his strength.  With a loud squeal of grinding metal, the latch gave way.  He jammed the spike between the door and its frame and pulled again.  After a few seconds of effort, the rusted hinges gave way and the door creaked open.  Norlan pulled it open, then stepped through, maul at the ready.
 
   Maxis slid past him, moving ahead.  Jonas patted him on the shoulder, indicating to continue.  They slowly made their way down the stone hallway, Jonas’ shining form the first light these walls, covered in a slick greenish moss, had seen in decades.  They came to a sharp turn in the hall, which led to another door, made of heavy wood.
 
   Maxis stopped against the door, sniffing around the bottom.  He stiffened, his hackles rising and a low growl rumbling in his chest.  Norlan reached out and pulled the dog back from the door while Jonas released his power, the hallway going dark.  Norlan carefully lifted the latch, winching at the sudden click it made, then slowly pulled the door open.
 
   He glanced out and saw that he was under what looked like stairs.  He could hear the sound of men talking nearby.  Moving cautiously and quietly, he was able to go forward enough to glimpse around the stairs.  He saw two men, dressed in armor with Marcus’ family crest on their chests, standing near another wooden door, a couple of torches burning nearby.
 
   He slid back and told Jonas what he saw.  Jonas rubbed his beard, thinking.  “This sounds like the same place that Silvan and Nathen encountered the demon.”  He whispered finally.  “We need to get past these men.”
 
   Norlan nodded, moving forward.  He took a couple of deep breaths, then charged out, bringing his maul up.  The men were startled by his sudden appearance, frozen for a second, and then reached for their weapons.  Norlan closed the gap and swung his hammer before they could react.  The spike pierced the closest man’s armor, taking him in the chest.  The other man backed away and drew his sword, and then started forward.  Norlan yanked his maul free and blocked the man’s first blow.  The man attacked again, this time his sword slipped past Norlan’s attempt to block it; fortunately, the blade slid harmlessly off Norlan’s armor.
 
   Before Norlan could strike, in a blur of fur, Maxis attacked the man, driving him to the floor.  Maxis savaged the man’s throat, and then backed away, growling.  The man convulsed and went still.
 
   Jonas joined them and knelt, searching the men, but could not find a key for the door.  Nervously glancing up the stairs, Norlan went over to the door and used his maul to pry it open.  The sound as the door gave way seemed to reverberate though the dungeons.
 
   “Wait here, Norlan.”  Jonas said as he brought up his power, golden light radiating brightly.  He stepped through the door and turned his head.  “If I am not back shortly, you are to flee the way we came.  Do not come in here, no matter what you hear or see.”  Jonas waited until Norlan nodded and strode into the corridor beyond.
 
   Norlan dragged the men’s bodies away from the stairs, and then took up a position at the base.  He could hear faint sounds coming from above them.  He gripped his maul tighter, prepared to defend Jonas for as long as it took.  Maxis came up next to him, his body pressing against his leg.  Norlan reached down to pat the dog and waited.
 
   …
 
   Jonas made his way down the corridor, his form driving back the shadows.  He moved cautiously, eyes shifting from side to side, trying to detect any movement.  He approached the door at the end of the corridor, which was standing open.  Saying a quick prayer, he moved into the room beyond.
 
   Near the far wall, he saw the opening in the floor that Nathen had made.  Pulling in more power, he stepped towards the center of the room, facing the darkened area in the far corner, and stopped.
 
   “So, you have finally come, cleric.”  A voice sounded from the darkened hallway.  The demon stepped out of the hallway into Jonas’ light.  The demon was a little taller than Jonas, though its body was powerfully built.  Its face was human-like, handsome with dark hair, but the eyes were pits of darkness.  It’s fingers, though human-like, ended in short black claws.  A smile crossed its face, reveling normal looking teeth, except for twin sets of incisors, long and sharp.  “I was losing faith in my followers that they could bring you here.”
 
   “What do you seek, demon?”  Jonas asked, planting his staff.  “I am a servant of the One, so you have nothing I want.”
 
   The demon laughed, the sound chilling.  “Why, I want your life, of course.  I was sent to see if the stories were true about your power, to test it for myself.”
 
   “You may find that to be a fatal error, demon.”  Jonas stated resolutely.
 
   “Bravely said, mortal, but foolish.”  The demon taunted.  “I am Helvan.  You may have heard of me.”
 
   Jonas stiffened, recalling the name from the Guardian’s tale.  This was one of the most powerful demons that came to this world.  Despite that fact, Jonas knew that he had no choice but to fight.
 
   “However much you think of yourself, demon, your power is nothing compared to the might of the One.”  Jonas said, gathering his strength.  His body shone brightly as he felt his power surge, then released it in enormous bolt of clerics’ fire.
 
   The demon laughed as it moved, its power deflecting Jonas’ attack.  It countered, dark fire streaking for Jonas.  He blocked it, but was staggered by the power.  He attacked again, this time his fire catching the demon, hitting it squarely.  The demon took a couple of steps back, its form steaming.
 
   “You do have some might, cleric, but it will do you no good in the end.”  Helvan said, moving and attacking.
 
   The chamber shook from the explosions of powerful magic, the sounds echoing loudly, the light blinding, as the two fought.  Jonas tried to pull in more power as he and the demon circled each other.  He deflected the demon’s attacks as he could, but the demon’s fire was penetrating his protections and burning his skin.  His own attacks were having some effect, but not enough to overcome the demon.
 
   As Jonas deflected an attack and was knocked slightly off balance, the demon charged, closing the distance between them.  Before Jonas could react, the demon seized him by his shoulders, its claws piercing his body while its power burned his flesh.  Jonas let out a cry as agony blossomed from the demon’s grip and he tasted blood.
 
   “See, mortal, your vaunted power means naught in the end.”  The demon said, a smile on its lips, as it began to pull, trying to rip Jonas in half.
 
   Jonas screamed from the pain.  He desperately focused his magic at the end of his staff and, with his remaining strength, drove it up into the demon’s chin.  The demon’s power resisted for a moment, but then, with a searing light and massive noise, the magics exploded, blasting Jonas free from its grip.
 
   Jonas staggered back to his feet, his mouth full of blood, feeling more blood running down his body from the wounds the demon inflicted.  Just holding his power would slow the damage, but he could not heal himself.
 
   He looked for his enemy.  The demon was writhing on the ground, its lower jaw gone and dark blood flowing from the wound.  Jonas launched another blast at it, but its dark power absorbed the attack.  Jonas saw that it was trying to rise.  Knowing his best chance was to keep it down, he lurched over and threw himself on top of the demon.
 
   He drove his staff across the demon’s throat, putting all of his weight against it as he strove to overcome its power.  The demon thrashed beneath him, and then its claws found him again, driving into his chest.  Jonas cried out again as the claws worked their way deeper.  Retaining his power by a thread, he tried to finish the demon, his staff shining brightly as he attempted to drive his magic past its power, but it was still too strong.  The demon began to push him off.
 
   Despairing, his strength weakening, he cried out in his mind.  Help me!
 
   Suddenly, he felt a new strength surge though him, his staff blazed brightly, the golden light turning white.  The demon let out a gurgled scream from its ruined mouth as the new power burned into it.  With a brilliant flare, the power tore through the demon.  It exploded into ash, the blast flinging Jonas away.  He slammed into the nearby wall, losing his grip on his staff, and fell forward.
 
   His ears ringing and vision blurry, he tried to rise, but could not.  He felt his wounds pulsing blood.  He needed his might to slow the damage.  His mind foggy with pain, he tried but could not call up his power.  He could just make out his staff lying on the floor close to him.  Maybe with the staff.  He thought weakly as he began to crawl forward.  He only made it a few inches when his strength gave out and he collapsed to the floor, his lifeblood pooling around him.
 
   …
 
   Jonas drifted in a peaceful darkness, his pain forgotten.  He remembered everything that had happened, though it seemed to come from a great distance.  As he drifted, he felt contentment in the knowledge that he had defeated the demon.
 
   He knew instinctively that he was dying.  The thought did not trouble him, as he knew that he was going to see his beloved Marlis again.
 
   Out of the darkness in which he drifted, a light appeared.  In that light, a figure stood.  Jonas heard it call out to him.
 
   “You have been a good and faithful servant, my child.”  The figure said, its voice washing over him with warmth and love.  “Know that I am pleased with you, but your time is not yet done.”
 
   Suddenly, Jonas felt himself back in his body, his awareness returning as well as the pain of his injuries.  He felt his body shift, turn over onto his back, only to rise off of the ground.  His staff was on his chest and he felt movement.
 
   “Hold on, Jonas.”  He heard Norlan’s voice say to him.  “Stay with us.  I have you.”
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter21]Chapter Twenty-One
 
   With the rising sun chasing away the chill of the morning, Dominic and his party broke camp and rode towards Parshalthia.  The day before, they had found a small hill with a series of jagged rocks at its peak that provided cover and concealment while enabling them to observe any approaching threat.  Despite those protections, they had kept a strong watch, but there had been no further contact with the demons or their followers.
 
   Dominic had Moshanna take the lead today, knowing that he was the best suited to guide them, given his history.  Moshanna, his dark face serious as he watched the surrounding land, was riding a few feet ahead.  He directed them back to the trading route, turning south again.  They continued for almost an hour when they came upon an ancient road, the outline of the battered and weathered paving stones just visible beneath the thin layer of red dirt that covered them.  The road led into the hills on the left, winding its way east.
 
   “This is the way to Parshalthia.”  Moshanna announced to the group.  “I have been told that the road leads directly to the ruins.  We must stay alert; few have ever returned from those ruins.”  He looked over at the soldiers, gesturing towards the clerics.  “Remember that the clerics must be protected at all costs.  If the ruins are controlled by the demons, they will be our only defense.  They will ride in the middle of the formation, surrounded by the rest of us.”
 
   He studied Stonebuilder on the water wagon, and then shook his head.  “We will leave the water wagon behind.  Speed will be our ally in this.  If we need to retreat quickly, the wagon will slow us down.”
 
   “We need the water, Moshanna.”  Welsen objected.  “If we are unable to refill our skins, then we could have casualties from thirst or the heat.”
 
   “I understand, Brother; we will pack extra skins with us.”  Moshanna responded.  “The ruins are only about half a day’s ride from here.  Between the water we carry and healing, if necessary, we should be able to last for at least two days.”  He paused, thinking.  “Also, I am certain that, if what we seek is there, we will have to fight to take it.  The wagon is the only water we have to make it back to Far Southern.  If we lose it in combat, then we will likely not make it back, even if we are victorious.”
 
   “I see your point, Moshanna.”  Welsen said, nodding his head.  “Forgive my interruption.”
 
   After they had filled all of the waterskins, Stonebuilder and two soldiers moved the wagon behind some cover, hiding it as well as possible and returned.  After Moshanna was satisfied, he gave the signal to continue on.
 
   Despite its age, the road was in surprisingly good shape, allowing them to travel quickly.  It cut through the harsh terrain, lonely and forbidding.  The hills bordering the road became impassable, the rocks littering the hillsides rearing higher, their jagged edges acting as barriers.  The canyons between the hills were deep and shadowy, the sound of their passing echoing down their paths, adding to the sense of foreboding.
 
   They were approaching a turn in the road, with a large canyon opening off to the right, when a woman’s pitiful scream sounded from the canyon.  Startled, they halted at the sound, listening.  Another cry echoed off the canyons walls, following the first.
 
   “What are we going to do?”  Taric asked, his face tight with worry.  “We should help her.  She may be hurt or dying.”
 
   “We do not know what we will face if we head down that canyon, Brother.”  Stonebuilder stated.  “It could be a trap, with the woman as a lure.”
 
   The other soldiers and clerics turned to Dominic, looking for a decision.  He was loath to leave any woman in distress, but he had to weigh that against their mission.  He considered it for a moment and decided.
 
   “I will take Moshanna and Brother Taric to investigate.”  Dominic said.  “We will ride out for ten minutes.  If we do not find anything in that time, we will return.  If we do not return in thirty minutes, continue on.  If we can, we will catch up; if not, then we are already gone.”
 
   “I should come with you.”  Halana said, looking over at Taric.  “You may need another cleric.”
 
   Dominic shook his head.  “The main group needs the clerics’ protection more.”  He gave her a slight smile.  “I will keep him as safe as possible, Sister.”  She nodded while Taric blushed.
 
   “Let’s do this, so we can continue on.”  Dominic said, drawing his sword and turning Shadow towards the canyon.  Moshanna and Taric were right behind him as he rode into the shadows of the canyon.
 
   Another scream sounded, fainter than the last.  Dominic urged Shadow on, picking up speed while he surveyed their path.  The sound of their horses echoed off the narrow canyon walls, which towered above them, gray and red colored rocks jutting out from the walls, like thorns on a vine.
 
   The blazing sun washed out the land in front of them for a moment as they came out of the canyon after a few minutes ride.  The canyon opened up and gave way to a series of rolling hills.  On the top of a nearby hill, Dominic saw several posts rising out of the ground, obviously man-made.  Near the closest posts, he saw several men, dressed in short tunics and leather sandals, their chests covered with wooden armor, pale in color, each holding a long wooden spear.  They were tying off the coarse ropes that bound a woman to the post, when one of the men noticed Dominic and his companions.
 
   “Wild men.”  Moshanna stated.
 
   Dominic nodded, then charged Shadow at the group.  Two of the Wild men threw their spears at Dominic as he rode at them.  He moved Shadow slightly, dodging the throws, and then he was on them.  He slashed to his right, coming back over to his left, the Wild men falling as he rode past.  Wheeling Shadow, he prepared for another charge when he saw Moshanna, off his horse, moving with the grace of a dancer amongst the remaining Wild men, his sword spinning, the men going down around him.  Before Dominic could return to him, Moshanna, his sword a blur, killed the last Wild man.
 
   Dominic rode over to the woman, hanging limply from her restraints.  He dismounted and approached her.  Gently, he reached out and, putting his hand under her chin, lifted her head.
 
   She was young, maybe in her twenties, her bronze face pretty, with short dark hair.  She was slimly built, wearing a short linen dress and leather sandals.  He was taken aback by the series of highly decorative tattoos that were on her cheeks and around her eyes.
 
   Her eyes were closed, but opened at his touch.  Her eyes, full of fear, were a striking green color.  She struggled against his grip; a series of low moans escaping her lips as she struggled to break free.
 
   “Easy, girl.”  Dominic said gently, releasing her chin.  “We will not hurt you.  Do you understand me?”
 
   The woman stopped her useless struggling and looked up at Dominic, eyes still fearful.  “I understand you, Northman.”
 
   “Do not try to flee; I have questions for you.”  Dominic said as he drew his dagger.  The woman’s eyes grew wide until Dominic reached behind her and cut away her bonds.  Once she was released, she sank to the ground, shaking.
 
   Dominic motioned for Taric to come over.  Taric knelt in front of the woman, reaching out to take her head in his hands.  She flinched, pulling back.
 
   “He is a cleric, girl.  He will not harm you.”  Dominic said.  The woman nodded and allowed Taric to touch her and heal her injuries.
 
   Once she was healed, Dominic squatted down in front of her.  “How did you come to be here?  What were those men doing?”
 
   “I was to be a sacrifice to appease the hill gods, to allow for safe passage.”  She said softly, staring at her hands.
 
   “Hill gods?”  Dominic asked.
 
   “The gods that rule this area.”  She replied.  “They command dark fire and steal men’s spirits.”
 
   Demons.  Dominic thought.  “Why were you chosen?”
 
   “Women are often chosen, Northman.”  She responded, shivering.  “It is said that the gods use them as men do.”
 
   Dominic’s face tightened, his fists clenching.  He had heard rumors of women being taken, but he assumed it was for the half-men.  He saw a look of shock on Taric’s face, his eyes disbelieving.
 
   “You are free now.”  Dominic said, rising.  “You can go where you will.”
 
   “Wait, Northman.”  The woman said, rising as well.  “I wish to give you something for your help.”
 
   “Nothing is needed, girl.”  Dominic said.
 
   “Please allow me.”  She said, holding out her hand.  “May I see your hand?”
 
   Confused, Dominic held out his hand.  She took it in hers, holding it firmly.  Suddenly, a faint green light shone around her.  Her eyes opened wide and she gasped.  She released his hand and took a step back, her hand on her head.
 
   “What did you just do?”  Dominic demanded.
 
   “I saw a glimpse of your future, Northman.”  The woman said.  “It is a gift I have, to see things that come true.  My people thought that it was a curse of the gods; that is why I was brought here.”  She sighed.  “My name is Kalisia.  I tell you this, as I will be traveling with you.”
 
   “Why do you say that, girl?”  Dominic asked, surprised.
 
   “I saw that, without me, you will fail, Northman.”  She said.  Dominic saw fear in her eyes.  “You must allow me to come.”
 
   He looked over at Moshanna and Taric.  The cleric nodded, while Moshanna shrugged.  “If there is any truth in what she says, then it is better to bring her along.”  He said.
 
   He turned back to Kalisia.  “My name is Dominic, girl.”  Dominic told her.  “We are heading into danger, but you may come with us.”
 
   She nodded, but did not look particularly happy about it.
 
   …
 
   After they rejoined the others and continued on their journey, Dominic glanced back to see Kalisia, sitting behind Halana on her horse, being questioned about her gift by the clerics, all of them riding close and seemingly talking at once.  Well, she wanted to come.  He thought, bemused.
 
   He troubled by her predication requiring her presence.  She was tight-lipped about what she saw.  She would only repeat that she was needed for success.  He did not like how she had a haunted look in her eyes when she said it.
 
   What will be, will be.  He told himself, pushing his concerns away.  He turned forward and focused on the surrounding terrain, watching for movement.  The rocky outcroppings and jagged boulders made for excellent ambush positions.
 
   They rode on for the rest of the morning without incident, though light rocks that surrounded the road seemed to focus the heat, making it almost unbearable.  The simmering of the air as the heat rose from the ground began to obscure their view ahead, limited the distance they could see clearly.  So they were taken by surprise when they crested the final rise and found themselves overlooking the ruins of Parshalthia.
 
   The ruins were spread out in a small valley directly ahead, the land dry and barren, the hills rearing over the ancient city.  It was not a large city, though it contained at least one hundred buildings.  The city streets, though dust covered, were plainly visible, preserved in the dry atmosphere of the desert.  The red and gray stone buildings were mostly standing, though some roofs had collapsed.
 
   Near the center of the city lay a large building, tall with great stone columns visible in the front.  It was partially collapsed in the rear quarter, but mostly intact.  There appeared to be a single entrance behind the columns. 
 
   “If I were looking for a place to defend something, I think I would choose that building.”  Moshanna said to Dominic.  “It has strong walls and there appears to be only one way in, so that would naturally allow you to concentrate your might.”
 
   “Maybe, but then again, it may be better to hide it in one of the outer buildings, somewhere your enemy could overlook.”  Dominic replied.
 
   “Since we cannot risk dividing our force, it may be best for us to take a methodical approach.”  Moshanna suggested after a few moments.  “Start at the buildings closest to us and move towards the center, clearing them as we go.  It will take us more time, but we can make sure we don’t miss anything.”
 
   Dominic looked down towards the city again.  He located a building at the nearest edge of the city, standing slightly apart, at the end of a dust-covered street.  There appeared to be what was once a stable next to the building.  The street itself ran across the city, with more buildings spaced out along its path
 
   “I agree.”  Dominic said.  “We should begin.  The day is not going to get any cooler.”
 
   At Dominic’s signal, they rode down to the building he selected and dismounted.
 
    “We will start our search here.”  Dominic told the group.  “We will proceed on foot, so we can stay together, be better prepared to fight, and save us time from having to mount and dismount.”  He pointed to the nearby stable.  “We will clear the stable first and leave the horses.”
 
   They went inside, the clerics glowing in power and inspected the building carefully.  Once cleared, they brought the horses inside, giving them some water.  They left, moving as quickly as possible to the next building.
 
   At Dominic’s nod, two of Stonebuilder’s soldiers, handing their spears to the others, drew swords, then entered the building through the open doorway, Welsen right behind them.  After a tense minute or so, with the rest of the group anxiously waiting outside, they exited, shaking their heads.  Dominic motioned to the next building.
 
   They maintained this pattern as they made their way deeper into the city, alternating the entry team at each building.  The sun was directly overhead, its light brilliant against the earth, physically draining in its heat.  They were rapidly depleting their water supply, but continued on.
 
   They had cleared nearly a quarter of the buildings when suddenly Halana stopped them.  “Do you feel that?”  She asked quietly, glancing at the other clerics.  The clerics exchanged looks with each other and nodded.
 
   “I feel like there is something calling to me, faintly and in that direction.”  Welsen said, pointing towards the large building in the center of the city.  “I don’t know what it is, but I think we need to abandon our search of the buildings and find out.”  The other clerics nodded, looking to Dominic.
 
   “I agree with you, Brother.”  He said after considering what was said.  “Our search is not bearing any fruit, so let’s follow your feelings.  We can always return to this building and continue, if needed.”
 
   The group changed direction and headed towards the center building.  While the clerics said that the feeling was growing stronger, Dominic was more concerned about what would be ahead, possibly guarding whatever was attracting the clerics.
 
   Kalisia moved up next to Dominic.  He looked at her curiously.  “We approach the place where you will need me.”  She said, eyes roaming from building to building.
 
   The street suddenly widened into a large plaza surrounding the building that they sought.  They halted and looked around, seeking any hint of movement, but saw nothing.  Across the plaza, the building tall building reared above them.  There was an opening at the front, up a set of stone stairs and between the center columns, the doors long since gone, the room behind cloaked in shadow.
 
   At Dominic’s signal, the group started across the plaza, moving rapidly, focused on their target.  They were almost to the base of the steps when a bolt of demon fire streaked in from a side street, catching them off guard and slammed into one of the soldiers, encasing him in its dark power.  He screamed once and collapsed into a smoldering heap before the clerics could even react.
 
   “Move inside!”  Dominic yelled, as more dark magic began to rain down on them.  Dominic saw demons moving between buildings, along with their human followers.  The clerics were hard pressed to deflect all of the demons’ fire, their might slashing and flaring into the sky.
 
   As they made it to the opening, the clerics sent their fire through the opening to clear it.  Dominic leaped through the opening, his sword ready, but the room beyond was empty.
 
   The party moved to either side of the opening, the clerics next to the doorway to counter any demons.  Dominic glanced quickly outside and saw the demons surrounding the outside plaza.  They were trapped inside.
 
   “We can hold them off for a while.”  Dominic said.  “There is only one way they can enter, so the clerics can concentrate their power.  However, we have limited water and food.  Eventually, we will need to fight our way clear, unless there is another way out.”
 
   “I will search the rest of the building.”  Dominic continued.  “It appears to be empty, but we need to be sure there is no other way in or out.”  He held up his hand when Moshanna began to object.  “Your master has given me a gift.”  He said, tapping his sword.  “I know how to fight them and now have some protection if I encounter one.  We know of the ones outside; we need to keep our forces here.”  Moshanna frowned, but nodded his head.
 
   “You are in command here, Moshanna.”  Dominic told the party as he began to move off.  “I will return as quickly as I can.”
 
   As he started towards the rear of the room, Kalisia joined him.  “I must stay with you, Dominic.”  She said, sounding frightened.  “It is what I saw.”
 
   He nodded.  “Stay behind me, then.”
 
   They found a door against the back wall, hanging crookedly from a broken hinge.  Dominic pushed it out of the way, the remaining metal hinge squealing in protest, the sound echoing throughout the room.  When it was large enough to pass, he ducked through, and then held it for Kalisia.
 
   There was enough light streaming in from cracks and other small openings along the roof that he could make out where they were going.  They were in a wide hallway that led to another set of doors at the end, with several openings along the way.  The air turned cooler as they headed deeper into the building, granting some relief from the overbearing heat.
 
   Dominic checked each opening as they went, entering the dimly lit rooms, but only finding pieces of broken furniture covered in dust and faded paint on the walls.  Finally, they reached the door at the end of the hall.
 
   Dominic reached over and lifted the handle on the latch.  It took a moment before the latch broke free, frozen by the long years.  He leaned against the door and pushed.  It took some effort, but he was able open it about halfway before it stuck.
 
   Slipping through the door, he saw that they were in a large hall, faint light coming in places where the tumble of stone in the back corner opened to the sky.  Near the center of the hall, he saw what was once an ornate table, standing by itself, no chairs around it.  His eyes widened slightly when he saw that it shone faintly with light, separate from the light coming in.  He cautiously approached the table and reached out to touch it.  He felt a tingling warmth spread across his hand as he touched it.  He knew instinctively that the sword had once been there.  The only question now was if it was still in the city.
 
   He started to turn towards Kalisia when he felt the familiar chill of the presence of a demon.  He quickly reached out and pulled her close, keeping her behind him as he slowly circled, scanning the room.  He detected movement back near the collapsed corner and spun to face it, sword ready.
 
   “It is not here, foolish mortal.”  A deep, inhuman voice echoed across the room.  Dominic watched as the demon appeared.  He had never seen one like this one.  It was human-like, with reddish skin and a pair of black horns on its head.  “I congratulate you for finding this place.  I have not seen a mortal get this far.  My brothers outside usually deal with such interlopers.”
 
   Dominic turned slightly, keeping his eyes on the demon, speaking quietly over his shoulder.  “When I attack, I want you to run back to the others to warn them.”  He told Kalisia.  “I will keep the demon off you while you flee.”  Without waiting for her reply, he leapt over the table and sprinted towards the demon.  “Go!”  He called out.
 
   The demon was taken aback by Dominic’s sudden charge, but recovered, launching a bolt of demon fire as it moved towards him.  It stopped again when Dominic’s sword flared, the golden-white light throwing back the shadows as it broke apart the demon’s attack.
 
   Dominic continued to advance, even as he caught sight, in that flash of light, of a twin of the demon he faced, moving to flank him.  He closed with the demon in front of him, his sword shattering the demon’s attacks.
 
   The demon leaped back as Dominic swung his sword, the tip barely missing.  He sensed the other demon coming from behind, hearing the claws on its feet rattling against the stone floor as it ran towards him.  He spun and ducked, then brought the sword up.  The demon, surrounded in its dark power, twisted in its leap when it saw the sword in its path.  Dominic compensated for the move, standing and swinging the sword.  The demon screamed as the blade, aflame with light, sliced across its stomach, leaving a deep cut streaming dark blood.  It tumbled to the floor, writhing in pain.
 
   Its twin surged forward, firing blasts of demon fire at Dominic as it tried to close the gap.  The sword flared again, but Dominic noticed that the light did not shine as brilliantly with each attack it defeated.  He grimly realized that the power of the sword was fading.
 
   Trying to take advantage of whatever power remained, he moved, sliding sideways at the last possible moment, as the demon charged, claws extended.  He was able to slice across its ribs as he avoided the claws.  The demon cried out as the sword bit into its flesh, stumbling away.
 
   Dominic did not wait, but ran towards the demon on the floor, stabbing downwards when he was close enough.  The sword slid into the demon, blazing again.  The demon screamed again as the light burned into it.  Dominic held it there, even as he watched the other demon turn back towards him.  Suddenly, the demon exploded into ash, knocking Dominic off his feet.
 
   Before Dominic could rise, his ears ringing from the blast, the other demon was on him.  It slashed at his chest, its claws raking across his breastplate, but the metal resisted the blow.  Dominic swung the sword, clipping the demon on its lower leg.  The demon cursed and leapt back, sending a wave of dark fire at Dominic.
 
   The sword flared again, but this time the magic did not completely protect him.  He felt the demon’s power burn him, his skin blistering where it touched.  Ignoring the pain, he closed with it, stabbing and finding a mark, the blade penetrating its side.
 
   Bellowing, the demon swung its arm, catching Dominic on his breastplate and knocking him back towards the table, rolling across the floor.  As he tried to halt his momentum, the sword was dislodged from his hand.  He stopped and threw himself back towards the sword, knowing it was too late as he saw the demon, clutching its wounds, bring its other arm up, its dark power concentrating on its hand.
 
   Suddenly, a bolt of weak green fire struck the demon.  Even as Dominic reached the sword, Kalisia ran past, her body glowing with her power.
 
   “No, girl!”  Dominic shouted as she ran straight at the demon, which was bringing its arm up.  Dominic got to his feet and moved, but could not save her.  The demon’s power struck her, the opposing powers crackling as they met, sending her flying back, her high-pitched scream sounding as her body burned.
 
   Before the demon could react, Dominic was on it, the sword slashing.  The demon cried out again as the sword cut across its belly, trying to move away and gain distance.  Dominic stayed with it, driving the sword deep into its chest, his face a mask of rage.  The sword shone weakly, but Dominic did not relay on its power.  He pushed and pulled at it, cutting into the demon.  The demon’s power flared, burning Dominic, but he did not relent.  He twisted the sword and then yanked it out.  As the demon fell back, he swung it with all of his strength.  The blade slashed across the demon’s neck.  The demon collapsed, its head rolling away from its body.
 
   Dominic staggered back, the pain from the burns intense, but ignored it as he moved to Kalisia.  Dropping next to her, he gently cradled her head, her skin covered in burns.  She was able to open her eyes.
 
   “What was that foolishness, girl?”  Dominic said gently.  “I told you to run.”
 
   “I could not.”  She said weakly.  “I told you that I had to come with you for you to have success.”
 
   “The sword is not here.”  He said softly.
 
   “That is not what I meant.”  She said, voice fading.  “When you freed me, I saw my end.  In that death, I knew that I would save you.  I glimpsed that you have important things still to do, actions that may mean the end of the demons.  I saw that your life was more important than mine.”
 
   “I have survived many things, girl.”  Dominic said.  “You may have been wrong.”
 
   “I am never wrong about what I see, Northman.”  She gasped, then her body relaxed, slipping into death.
 
   Dominic gently picked her up and carried her to the table.  He placed her on it, feeling it was as fitting a resting place as he would find.  As he turned to leave, he saw the table’s glow suddenly increase, filling the room in soft white light.  It surrounded Kalisia’s body, the burns fading away as Dominic watched incredulously.  She remained still, her life gone, but the light stayed in place.  Dominic knew suddenly that it would protect her from any despoiling by the demons.
 
   In that light, he saw what looked like a doorway against the far corner.  He slowly walked over and found a closed door.  After some struggle, he was able to open it.  He saw a set of stairs that extended down into a tunnel.  He followed the tunnel, listening for movement.  He came to another set of stairs.  Cautiously, he climbed them and opened the door at the top.
 
   He found himself in a small building, empty except for a shattered chair in the corner.  Moving to the doorway that led outside, he felt the heat of the day drifting in.  Glancing out, he saw that the building was in a set of structures a block or so away from the large building.  The streets were deserted, but he could hear the demons surrounding the center building in the distance.
 
   Dominic made his way back down the tunnel and returned to the others, grimacing as he went, his injuries making walking painful.  As he sat down to allow Halana to heal him, he told the others what happened.  When he was healed, he stood.
 
   “Have the demons tried to get in?”  He asked Moshanna.
 
   “No.”  He replied.  “They have not moved, simply standing out there watching.”
 
   “The demons are probably waiting until night before they attack.”  He told the others.  A sudden smile creased his face.  “Let’s let them find an empty building for their trouble.  Follow me.”  He turned and led them away to safety.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter22]Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   The cold rain continued to fall as Jake and Hailyn rode through the trees of the forest, darkening his mood.  The weather had turned on them as they climbed into the hills, but Jake had hoped that the trees would give some relief.  To his consternation, all the trees seemed to be doing was gathering the drops of rain and making larger drops that landed on his hood with some force.  He shivered as the cold air seemed to seep into every corner of his body.  Even with his gloves, his hands felt frozen.  With his hand on the rope somewhat numb, he glanced back to make sure the packhorse was still behind him.
 
   They had left Turlic’s two days before, heading in a northeasterly direction.  They were following Hailyn’s interpretations of where the bracelet wanted them to go.  So far, all it has done is lead us into this miserable rain.  Jake thought, irritated.  We could be back at Turlic’s, enjoying a warm meal.
 
   Thinking of Turlic reminded him of the day of the island fight.  The last thing he remembered was stumbling onto the beach.  He had drifted in darkness for a time, and then woke up on Turlic’s boat as it neared the dock, the sun still shining above them.  He woke facing Hailyn, who was sleeping next to him.  He and Hailyn had stayed at Turlic’s home that night, both exhausted from the battle.  When they prepared to leave the next morning, they told Turlic and Ralien that they would be heading towards the northeast.
 
   “You will need more clothing than you seem to be carrying, Jake.”  Turlic said.  “The country in that direction is comprised of hills and forests, with changeable weather.  At this time of year, the temperature can fall before you know it or you can get caught in snowstorms in the hills.”
 
   “Well, that is the direction we have to go.”  Jake said.  “We do have the heavy cloaks that Brother Kal gave us.”
 
   “The cloaks may be adequate, but you need gloves and thick blankets if you want to survive a snowstorm.”  Turlic insisted.
 
   “Is there a market nearby that we can find these things, Turlic?”  Hailyn asked.
 
   “If you will delay your departure for a day, I can retrieve what you need.”  Turlic stated.  “Take your rest here for the day.  I will sail to a merchant and be back before dark.”
 
   So they had stayed at Turlic’s for another day, resting.  Besides eating and napping, Jake had gone out to the barn to check on the horses, and then strolled around the area, while Hailyn stayed behind and chatted with Ralien and Milyn.  Just as dusk was approaching, Turlic returned with the extra supplies.
 
   Early the next morning, after a large breakfast, they packed their supplies and saddled their horses.  Before they could leave, Turlic came out of the barn with another horse, this one with a couple of large packs hanging from its sides.  He handed the guide rope to Jake.
 
   “Take the horse with you.”  Turlic said.  “There are extra blankets, rope and food in the packs.  You can find water as you travel, but there are not many trading posts in that direction.”
 
   “We cannot take that, Turlic.”  Hailyn said.  “You and your family need the horse more than we do.”
 
   “I will not take no for an answer, Sister.”  Turlic said, stepping back.  “You have given us a miraculous gift; the horse is simply a small token of our thanks.  I can always buy another.”
 
   Seeing that he was set on his intention, Jake nodded to him.  “Thank you, Turlic.  We appreciate the gift.”
 
   With some final farewells, he and Hailyn had ridden away.  They made good time the first day. The weather had been mild and pleasant, with the light wind pushing the fluffy clouds across the sun, their shadows drifting across the lake and the land.  They had left the lake behind and were entering the hills when darkness fell.
 
   Today was different.  They woke to a cold wind blowing and a solid layer of grey clouds blocking the sun.  Shortly after they started heading into the hills, the rain began to fall.  The cloaks kept most of the moisture away, though it did not cover their legs very well.  Jake could feel the water soaking his pants, with some running into his boots, despite his best efforts to keep them dry.  The dampness added to the chill he felt.
 
   Hailyn dropped back next to him.  “How are you doing?”  She asked.
 
   “Besides being soaked to the bone and feeling like I am covered in ice, just swell.”  He said grumpily.
 
   “Don’t take out your frustration on me.”  Hailyn said sharply.  “I am riding in the same cold rain as you.”
 
   Jake initially gritted his teeth at her tone, but relaxed after a few moments as he realized that she was right.  “I’m sorry.  I just hate being cold and wet.”  He said contritely.
 
   Placing a hand on his arm, she laughed a soft laugh and said gently.  “I don’t like being cold and wet, either.”
 
   Her form shone brightly as she called up her power.  She pulled off her glove and placed her hand on his cheek.  Besides her warm and soft skin, he felt the heat of her magic descend into his body and break apart the icy grip of the wind and rain.  She held it there for a few moments, and then withdrew her hand, replacing the glove.
 
   “Thanks, Hailyn.”  He said gratefully.  “I feel better now.”
 
   Smiling, she replied.  “You only have to ask if you need me to do it again.”
 
   Continuing on, they headed deeper into the hills, navigating through the mud and muck.  As the light began to fade, the rain finally let up.  Though the cold wind was continuing to blow, the lack of rain was a relief.  Looking for a place to camp, they found an area under a group of tree growing close together that looked like it was mostly sheltered from the rain.  The ground was damp, but not soaked.
 
   After tying off the horses and laying down one of the thick blankets, Jake and Hailyn sat and ate a cold meal of rations, since there was no dry wood available for a fire.  They were sitting there, talking quietly, as darkness descended over the forest.  After a while, Hailyn stood up and went over to her pack.
 
   “We need to change out of these wet clothes.”  She said as she pulled out some dry clothes.  “I think we should string the rope and hang the clothes to dry as much as possible before we repack them.”
 
   Jake got up and pulled the rope from the packs, tying it off between two trees.  When he turned back, he saw that Hailyn had wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and was using it to cover herself as she changed underneath.  Jake turned his back to give her privacy, going to the other side of Dontas and changing his clothes.
 
   When he returned, feeling better having dry clothes on, he could just make out that Hailyn was lying on the blanket.  She was leaning on her elbow, with the blanket she used to change and an extra one covering her.  He was deciding were to lay his blanket down when she spoke.
 
   “Jake, we should probably share the blankets tonight.”  She said softly.  “With the coldness of the wind and possible rain, sleeping next to each other will allow us to keep warm.”
 
   Jake was grateful that it was dark as he blushed deeply, taken aback by her suggestion.  He tried to shrug it off as he gathered their cloaks from the rope.  He came over and laid them across the blankets.  “That should help if it rains.”  He said, trying to act nonchalant as he crawled under the blankets.
 
   After adjusting the blankets to make sure they were covered, he rolled over onto his side, facing Hailyn.  With the night being so dark, he could just make out her shadowy outline as she faced him.  He could feel the warmth radiating from her body as she shifted closer.  He began to sweat a little, suddenly nervous.  Calm down, idiot.  He told himself.
 
   He flinched slightly when she laid a hand on his face.  They stayed like that for a few moments, and then she sighed deeply.  “You can be so frustrating at times, Jake.”  She said softly as she leaned in and kissed him.
 
   He froze momentarily, surprised.  While he had enjoyed kissing Keria, he found that Hailyn’s kiss felt different, more meaningful and right.  His hesitation now gone, he pulled her close and kissed her back.
 
   …
 
   As the forest became lighter, signaling dawn, Jake softly slipped from the blankets, trying not to wake Hailyn.  He stretched and grabbed his boots, pulling them on, but not lacing them.  Shivering from the crisp morning air, he went over to the horses, checking on their condition.  Seeing that they were fine, he started putting on his armor.  He felt odd, though not in a bad way, as he considered what had happened last night.  It took him a moment to realize that his feelings came from the fact that it was the first time he had slept with a girl.
 
   Just slept.  He thought, amused, shaking his head as he remembered.  When their passions had risen, holding each other close, Hailyn had gently pushed him away.
 
   “I am a cleric.”  She said as she softly stroked his face.  “We teach that the physical side of love is reserved for a man and woman within the marriage bond, blessed by the One.  I believe that to be true, so I cannot betray my beliefs.”
 
   “I understand.”  Jake told her, enjoying her closeness, though he had to admit to a little disappointment.
 
   “Of course, even if I were to throw aside my beliefs for you, this is clearly not the place.”  She said with a little laugh.  “A rough, damp blanket on muddy ground, with horses only a few paces away, is not how I pictured my first time.”  So, they talked and held each other until they drifted off to sleep.
 
   Smiling at the memory, Jake finished putting on his armor and sword, and then saddled the horses.  As he was finishing, Hailyn woke up and looked over at him.
 
   “Good morning.”  She said contently.
 
   “Good morning.”  Jake replied, walking over and giving her a kiss.  “We probably should eat, get packed and start moving.”
 
   Once they started riding, Jake felt a bit better as the weather was better than the day before.  The air was still cold, though a bit warmer, but the wind had died down and, despite the gray skies, no rain fell.
 
   The forest grew thicker as they rode.  There was no trail to follow; they had to make due with what they found.  Fallen trees and boulders would sometimes force them to double-back until they found a way around.
 
   Despite the setbacks, Hailyn was sure they were heading the right direction.  “I can feel it pulling me, Jake.”  She said.  “We have to continue in the direction we are going.”
 
   So they slowly worked their way to the northeast.  They tried to find sheltered campsites as they rode, as the weather continued to change day-by-day.  Every evening, they were sleeping next to each other, talking quietly and holding one another.
 
   …
 
   On the morning of the sixth day since they left the lake, Jake had risen before Hailyn, as was their normal morning habit.  He had finished dressing, his armor and weapons on, and was saddling Hailyn’s horse when it and the packhorse started acting nervous, snorting and stamping their hooves.  Dontas began to rear up, whinnying loudly.  Jake took a step back, wondering what was happening.  He glanced back at Hailyn, who had sat up in the blankets.  Suddenly, her eyes went wide and pointed behind him.  “JAKE!”  She screamed.
 
   He spun, reaching for his sword, and he saw a large brown and tan lion leaping at him.  The lion resembled a mountain lion, only larger, more like an African lion.  Jake saw its long fangs as the cat opened its mouth, its claws extended.
 
   He threw up his left arm to protect his face, unable to get out of the way.  The lion caught his forearm in its mouth as it collided with him, driving him to the ground.  His armor protected his arm and chest, but the cat’s hind claws sank into his thighs, sudden points of agony causing him to cry out, his voice adding to the chaos as the horses reared, whinnying loudly, and struggled against their restraints.
 
   Jake could smell the fetid breath of the lion, inches from his face, the sound of its front claws raking against his breastplate sounding in his ears.  Desperate, he reached down with his right hand and found his dagger.  He drew it and slammed it into the lion’s side.  The cat shuddered and began to convulse as Jake yanked his dagger out and drove it home again.
 
   Suddenly, the cat leapt off of Jake, rolling on the ground, its legs moving, but unable to stand.  Mewing, it collapsed on its side, panting and oozing blood.
 
   Jake, shaken and in pain, tried to move, but his legs were too badly damaged.  As he tried to get control of his pain, Hailyn was there, her hands on his head, her magic streaming into him. The pain from his wounds faded in that gentle heat, the wounds sealing.  Once the healing was done, with Hailyn supporting him, he stood.
 
   He looked over at the lion and saw its efforts weakening, blood now visible on its muzzle.  Jake wiped the blood off his dagger, sheathing it, and drew his sword.  He moved to finish off the cat when Hailyn stopped him.
 
   “Wait, Jake.”  She said, putting her hand on his sword arm.  “Don’t kill it.  Let me heal it, instead.”
 
   “What are you freaking talking about?!”  Jake asked, incredulous.  “That thing almost killed me.”
 
   “It was only doing what it knows.”  She said, face firm.  “It is a creature of the One and should not be killed unless we must.”
 
   “So, if you heal it, what is to stop it from attacking us again?”  Jake said starkly.  “I know that you feel strongly about this, but we can’t take the chance.”  He started towards the lion, again.
 
   “Jake, please.”  Hailyn pleaded.  “It has lost a lot of blood.  Even if I heal it, it will be weak and will most likely crawl away.”
 
   Jake could see that she was not going to bend on this.  Shaking his head, he said.  “You are flipping crazy to do this, but alright.”  As she started towards the animal, he stopped her.  “But, if the cat even looks like it is going to do something stupid, I will cut its head off and you will have wasted your time.”
 
   Nodding, Hailyn approached the lion slowly, coming around to its back.  The cat did not move, its breath slowing and body quivering.  Kneeling down, she laid her hands on it, her fingers gently gripping its fur while Jake moved up to stand by its head, his sword raised and ready to strike.  Her body began to shine and her power flowed into the lion.
 
   As Jake watched, he saw the runes on the bracelet suddenly come to life and pulse, sending specks of white into the lion.  The cat’s wounds healed, closing and fading and it began to move.  Once Hailyn lifted her hands, Jake reached down and pulled her up, dragging her behind him, his sword aimed towards the lion.
 
   The lion licked at the blood near where its wounds were, and then pushed itself to its feet.  Jake saw that it was shaky, its body unsteady.  The cat turned towards them, its large yellow eyes regarding them.  Unexpectedly, it crouched down and began to purr, sounding like a large chain saw.
 
   Jake was staring at it, not sure of what to think, when he realized that the horses had gone quiet.  He looked over towards them and saw them standing still, looking over at the lion.  Shaking his head, dumbfounded, he turned back to see Hailyn moving towards the lion.  He started to reach for her, but she pushed his hand away.
 
   She cautiously approached the lion, which was watching her with, at least to Jake, a curious look in its eyes.  He shifted, sword ready, as she knelt down and slowly put her hand on the lion’s head.  The cat flinched slightly, but then began to rub its head against her hand, its purr growing louder.  It stood suddenly, causing Jake to raise his sword and move forward, but it simply began to rub its head and body against Hailyn, like an overgrown housecat.
 
   Jake watched for a few moments, not really believing what he was seeing.  Finally, he sheathed his sword and stood there observing.  The lion left Hailyn and came over to Jake, causing him to tense up.  The lion licked his hand, its rough tongue like sandpaper against his skin.  Cautiously, he reached out and scratched its head.  The cat began purring again, moving close to Jake and rubbing against him.
 
   “I guess we have a new friend.”  Jake said, looking over at Hailyn, who was smiling at them.
 
   …
 
   With the lion following them, they continued on their journey.  Jake could still not believe what had happened, glancing back again and again at the lion.  However, he was the only one still somewhat bothered.  Hailyn seemed content with how things turned out and the horses were no longer troubled by the lion’s presence.
 
   At camp that night, the lion stayed near Jake and Hailyn, curling up nearby when they laid out their blankets.  Praying that they or the horses did not end up as breakfast, Jake watched the cat for a while, finally drifting off.  He was a bit startled when he awoke to find the lion curled up at their feet.
 
   As they traveled the next day, the weather turned colder and the terrain became rougher, the hills steeper and paths for the horses few.  They struggled through the hills, each hill they traversed followed by what seemed its twin.  The constant and seemingly endless challenge of the hills began to grate on Jake; he really wanted some flat land for a change.  As if the fates responded to his request, in the late afternoon, they made it to the crest of a large hill.  They stopped when they saw that the hill suddenly ended at the top of a large cliff.  A cold wind blew up the cliff, causing their clothes to whip around as they stared ahead.
 
   Spread out in front of them was a large open valley.  The valley was almost barren, made up mostly of dull gray stones and wind-swept dirt.  Across the valley, barely visible on the horizon, was a line of tall, snow-covered mountains, their peaks covered by the gray clouds.  Despite the white snow, Jake sensed something dark and forbidding about the mountains.
 
   Hailyn pointed towards them.  “That is where we have to go.”
 
   Jake nodded, resigned.  “Let’s find a place to camp.  In the morning, we will find a way down.”
 
   …
 
   As the waves crashed against the rocks behind him, the froth seeming to glow in the moonlight, Martis climbed out of the small boat that had brought him here.  He was in a small cave that opened to the ocean, facing a rough-hewn set of stairs that went deeper into the cliff.  Despite feeling venerable without Ranech, who was still aboard the main ship, he slowly began to ascend the stairs.
 
   His mysterious benefactor had been true to his word.  Late that evening, his cell had been unlocked and he and Ranech were led away.  They were taken through some tunnels, following their guide, and found themselves near the docks.  They were hustled aboard a medium-sized transport ship and hidden below decks.  When the morning came, the ship had sailed from the harbor and made its way north.  They had stopped at sea for several days, waiting until two more transport ships joined them.  Once they were together, they resumed their travel.
 
   He was here to deliver his benefactor’s message in person, he had been told.  Due to his past associations, he was the perfect person to deliver it.  He was not sure what that meant, but he would do almost anything to avoid the headsman’s ax.  His freedom and money would be waiting for him when he completed this mission he had been assured.
 
   When he reached the top of the stairs, nearby torches burning brightly, there stood a tall man, an Aletonian, dressed in armor and a sword.  The man looked him up and down with contempt, a sneer on his dark face.  Having been around them for years, Martis knew instantly that this was a half-man.
 
   “Come along, old man.”  The man said, roughly grabbing Martis’ arm.  “The Master will want to see you directly.”
 
   While he tried to affect an outwardly calm, Martis shivered.  After all that happened to him, the last thing he wanted to face was another demon.  Knowing he was committed and had no choice, he hoped that he could deliver the message quickly and leave.
 
   Martis was taken down a long hall and pushed through an opening at the end.  He was in a small room, dark and cold, the stone wall unadorned with only a few torches lit.  The man escorting him kicked him behind the knees, forcing him to the ground, and then knelt next to him.  “The messenger is here, Master.”  The man said.
 
   Martis felt that familiar chill as the demon, an Imp, stepped out of the shadows on the far side of the room and approached him.  Trying to keep his teeth from chattering, Martis clenched his jaw shut and focused his gaze at the floor.
 
   “What is the message, worm?”  The demon asked, its voice frightening.
 
   “I was told to say that the time has come for the cock to crow, Master.”  Martis said quickly.  He had no idea what it meant and he did not care.
 
   “Anything else?”  The demon asked.
 
   “Nothing, Master.”  Martis replied.
 
   “Excellent, worm.”  The demon said.  “Rise and follow me.”
 
   Martis was dragged to his feet by the half-man and shoved after the demon.  He caught up and stayed behind the demon as it led him through a long tunnel.  At the end of the tunnel, a wide cavern stood.  When they reached a landing that jutted out into the cavern, Martis saw other demons and at least two hundred followers moving about the cavern.
 
   “Here is what I have been able to gather.”  The demon said, smiling.  “With surprise, we will have success, bringing about the change that my Master had requested.”  It looked over at Martis, those black eyes reflecting the torchlight.  “You should consider yourself lucky to be a witness to it.”
 
   Martis swallowed nervously.  “Forgive me, Master, but I am only a messenger.”
 
   “Not anymore.”  The demon said, those sharp teeth gleaming as it smiled.  “You will accompany us on this mission.”  The smile fell.  “I insist.”
 
   “Of course, Master.”  Martis said quickly, bowing, though he wanted to run and keep running.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter23]Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   With the light cooling mist from the spray of the bow reflecting the bright sun, Dominic observed the city of Danelias as Wavemistress approached the breakwater and the harbor entrance.  He was standing alone, leaning against the rail at the bow of the ship and enjoying the fresh sea air.  While the day was hot, especially in the direct sun, it was blessedly cooler than the brutal heat of Parshalthia and the desert surrounding it.
 
   They had escaped the ruins, making their way stealthily down the deserted street back to the horses.  They rode away, stopping only to recover the water wagon, and continued on.  Even though night had fallen, they made their way back to the fortified hilltop before stopping.  Despite the loss of Kalisia and the soldier, they were in good shape overall, so they started back to Far Southern the next morning.  They kept a close guard, expecting to be attacked at any moment, but other than the unrelenting heat, they encountered no threats.
 
   Brelis was true to his word; the Wavemistress was moored at the dock and ready to sail when they returned.  Dominic made the decision to leave immediately, loading the horses as quickly as possible while they still had light.  As night was falling, the ship slipped out of Far Southern’s port and turned north.
 
   They encountered some headwinds and a small squall as they traveled north, slowing their progress.  Today was the sixth day out of Far Southern and Dominic was ready to be back on land.  While sea travel did not bother him, he preferred horses and solid ground.
 
   He shifted his gaze from the city, looking along the coast.  There were several ships heading for the harbor, a couple of smaller fishing vessels near the breakwater and three transport ships in the distance.  He noticed a couple of trading ships passing by the two towers that guarded the harbor, sailing out to the sea.
 
   Brelis maneuvered his ship towards the harbor mouth, a little closer to the breakwater than Dominic would have expected, then swung to port, staying close to the rocks near the southern tower.  At first, Dominic was not sure if Brelis was not just showing off his skill, but then saw a small boat carrying an official, likely a harbor master, come out from behind the breakwater and pull alongside.  Brelis’ sailors threw down a rope ladder and the man climbed aboard.  Dominic watched as the man went up to the wheel deck and spoke with Brelis.  After the man finished, Brelis shouted out orders to his sailors.  The main sail came down, leaving only the smaller one in the front, slowing the ship.  Brelis steered the ship as the man pointed and gestured.
 
   Soon, they were approaching one of the stone docks.  Dominic could see Commander Farrious, his war hammer on his shoulder, standing amongst a group of Queen’s Guard on horses, waiting for them to dock.  As the ship slowly approached the dock, a sailor ran past Dominic to throw the bowline to a waiting worker while another sailor did the same from the stern.  The workers on the dock pulled the ship close, then tied off the lines, securing the vessel.  Brelis had the gangway lowered, then descended to the main deck as Farrious came aboard.
 
   Farrious looked around and saw Dominic.  He approached, stopping a few feet away and setting the head of his war hammer on the deck, and gave him a bow.
 
   “Greetings, Lord Dominic.”  Farrious said, his deep voice rumbling.  “I hope that you had success.”
 
   “Thank you, Commander Farrious.”  Dominic replied with a nod of his head.  “What we are seeking was not in Parshalthia.  I’m sorry to report that three of your soldiers were lost in the effort.”
 
   “That is tragic, my lord, but my men understand the risks of soldiering.”  Farrious said stoically.  “I will have Sergeant Stonebuilder brief me and we will make sure that their families are cared for.”
 
   “Stonebuilder and your men acquitted themselves admirably in difficult circumstances.”  Dominic said.  “They have an excellent commander.”
 
   “You are kind, my lord.”  Farrious said, nodding his head.  “To have such a compliment from the Demonhunter is a high honor.”
 
   “What now, Farrious?”  Dominic asked.  “I’m sure you did not just happen to be on the docks taking in the salt air.”
 
   “Indeed not, my lord.”  Farrious replied with a smile.  “When you and your party are ready, we will proceed back to the palace.  The queen wishes to hear from you on all that happened.”
 
   “Of course, Commander.”  Dominic said.  “Once we have the horses off-loaded, we can proceed.”
 
   Brelis had his men start bringing the horses up from the hold while Dominic went below to retrieve his equipment.  When he returned to the deck, Shadow was already on the dock.  He went down and checked on the horse, then saddled him, trying to ignore the slight rocking sensation that he still felt.  He slung his saddlebags and pulled himself into the saddle.
 
   After all of the soldiers and clerics were off the ship, Farrious ordered the soldiers, except for Stonebuilder, back to their barracks.  As they passed by Dominic, they lifted their spears in salute.  He drew his sword and held it aloft in return.
 
   Moshanna joined Dominic, his face grim.  He had been quiet for most of the return journey, keeping to himself.  Dominic knew he was preparing for whatever punishment the queen ordered.
 
   When the clerics were on their horses, Farrious gave the order for the soldiers with him to form up around the party.  Once he was satisfied, he mounted a large warhorse and they started towards the palace, Stonebuilder riding next to him.
 
   As they rode, Dominic watched as Stonebuilder spoke quietly with Farrious, looking back over his shoulder at Moshanna from time to time.  Farrious nodded and looked back once himself, but his face betrayed nothing.
 
   After they entered the palace grounds, Farrious had them dismount.  “My soldiers will take the horses to the stables and your bags will be brought to the palace.”  He looked over at Dominic.  “Your horse will be well-cared for, my lord; I give you my word.”
 
   “I have no doubts, Commander.”  He said as he handed the reins to one of the soldiers.  He patted Shadow as the soldier led the horse away.
 
   “The queen awaits.”  Farrious said as he turned and strode toward the palace doors.
 
   As they entered the throne room, Dominic noticed Darrius standing with a group of nobles, his arms crossed and a self-satisfied look on his face as he watched them approach the throne.  Behind him was a tall woman with long, wavy dark hair, her cocoa skin smooth, her large brown eyes striking on her beautiful face.  Out of the corner of his eye, Dominic saw Moshanna pause slightly when he saw her, then continue on, face fixed forward.
 
   They reached the throne, with the Aletonians kneeling while Dominic made a courtly bow.  The queen gestured for them to rise, then addressed Dominic.
 
   “My lord Dominic, we rejoice in seeing you return safely.”  The queen said.  “Before we discuss your mission, I must tell you that we have received some tragic news from your country.  My informants sent a message informing me that a noble name Lord Marcelas attempted an overthrow of the king, with fighting taking place in the palace itself.  The plotters were overcome and killed, but the king died in the fighting.  The young princess is now Queen of Sanduas.”  The queen shook her head.  “I still remember her as a precious little child.  It is hard to picture her on the throne.”
 
   “Also, the message mentioned that the Chief Cleric, whom I know to be your friend, was gravely injured in the battle, but survived.”  The queen continued.  “You have my sympathies, my lord.  I know that you had your differences with him, but Kristin was a levelheaded and fair ruler whom I respected.  When you return to Sanduas, would you take a letter from me to the young queen?”
 
   “It would be my honor, Your Majesty.”  Dominic said urbanely, though he was troubled by the news.
 
   “Thank you, my lord.”  The queen said.  “Now to the subject at hand.  How did your mission go?”
 
   “What we sought was not in the ruins, Your Majesty.”  Dominic replied.  “On the way to and while in the ruins, we confronted and destroyed several demons and their followers.  I am saddened to report that three of your soldiers and a young Wild girl were killed in these encounters.”
 
   “We will honor their memories, my lord.”  The queen said.  “How did a Wild girl become part of your party?  Perhaps you can start from the beginning.”
 
   Nodding, Dominic told her the story of their journey, including Kalisia’s sacrifice.  Knowing what was to come, he pointedly mentioned Moshanna’s contributions and skills, saying that it was critical to the mission.  After he had finished, the queen was silent for a few moments.  When she spoke, her voice was kind.
 
   “I know that losing the girl was difficult for you, my lord, but I am grateful that she was there.”  The queen said gently.  “We will honor her memory as well.”
 
   The queen turned to Anatan, who was standing near the throne.  “Sister Anatan, I wish for you to meet with Commander Farrious and develop a plan to send an army of soldiers and clerics to the south and clear those ruins.  I will not have a nest of demons living openly in my land.”
 
   “As you command, Your Majesty.”  The cleric replied with a bow.
 
   “Please step back, my lord.”  The queen told Dominic softly.  When he had rejoined Farrious, she called to Moshanna.  “Let the traitor Moshanna Deepwood approach the throne and hear judgment regarding his offenses.”
 
   Moshanna, his face calm, squared his shoulders and approached the throne.  He stopped and knelt, looking up at the queen.
 
   “Moshanna Deepwood, you brought shame upon yourself and your family by your actions years ago.”  The queen said, her face firm.  “I am within my rights to have your head for your crimes.”
 
   “That is indeed your right, Your Majesty.”  Moshanna said directly.
 
   “However, you have proven yourself to Lord Dominic, a man of great honor.  He has told us that you fought bravely and skillfully, helping rid the realm of some demons and their ill followers.”  She paused for a moment.  “But Lord Dominic is of Sanduas, not Aletonia.  While no disrespect of his honor is intended, I need to hear such a tale from a loyal subject of Aletonia.”
 
   “Sergeant Stonebuilder was a member of their mission, Your Majesty.”  Commander Farrious said, gesturing towards the man.  “I know and attest that he is a loyal servant and a man of honor.”
 
   “Please tell us your impressions, Sergeant.”  The queen said as she gestured towards him.
 
   Stonebuilder looked over at Moshanna for a moment, and then stepped forward and addressed the queen.  “Your Majesty, I was not happy when Lord Dominic placed the traitor as his second.  I knew of his crime against you.”  He paused, then took a breath and continued.  “However, I am forced to agree with Lord Dominic’s assessment.  Moshanna Deepwood acquitted himself with honor and courage during our mission, facing the demons and their followers in direct combat.  Were he not an attainted traitor, I would follow him into battle again.”
 
   Dominic let out the breath he was holding as a low buzz surged throughout the room, as the gathered nobles began speaking at once.  The queen made gesture to Farrious, who banged his war hammer on the stone floor, the sound echoing off the walls.
 
   “Quiet!”  He shouted.  The noise died down and the nobles returned their focus to the queen.
 
   “Sergeant Stonebuilder, we appreciate the truth of your words.”  The queen said regally.  “You are a man of honor and you have the thanks of your queen.  You may step back.”
 
   “It is my privilege to serve you, Your Majesty.”  Stonebuilder replied with a bow, and then retreated back to where he had been standing.
 
   “So, I now must weigh what I have heard, considering it versus the offence you committed against me.”  The queen said as she stared down at Moshanna.
 
   “You cannot forgive him, Your Majesty.”  Darrius stated harshly, stepping forward.  “His crime was against me as well.”
 
   The queen looked over at Darrius, disapproval on her face.  “I have warned you about making demands to me, Lord Darrius.”  She said firmly.  “I will not warn you again.”
 
   “Forgive me, Your Majesty.”  Darrius said with a bow.  “My honor is at stake here.  I beg you not to allow this traitor to evade his crime.”
 
   “Very well, Lord Darrius, I will honor your wishes.”  The queen said.  Darrius stepped back, a smug smile on his face.
 
   The queen stood, her face like stone.  She held out a hand.  “Hear my judgment, Moshanna Deepwood.  For your courage and efforts on behalf of this realm, I forgive you of any offence against me and declare that the label of traitor is withdrawn.”
 
   There were gasps around the room and Darrius’ face became a mask of anger when the queen said this.  Lifting his hammer, Farrious looked around the room, disapproval on his face and the noise quieted.  Once silence descended, the queen continued.
 
   “As Lord Darrius has stated, his honor is precious to him and I cannot forgive you of that offence.”  She said, gesturing at Darrius.  “So, on the morrow, you and Lord Darrius will meet in the arena and settle this by combat, as you should have done years ago.  That way he can preserve his honor and you have a chance to redeem yourself.”  With a slight smile on her lips, she sat down.
 
   “To finish, all that remains is for each of you to choose a second.”  The queen stated.
 
   “I choose Lord Bacus, Your Majesty.”  Darrius said, voice hard and angry, pointing at a large man near him.
 
   “I accept your second, Lord Darrius.”  The queen said, then looked at Moshanna.  “Who will be your second?”
 
   “I will, Your Majesty.”  Dominic said before Moshanna could speak.
 
   “Lord Dominic, I know you are a man of honor, but you have to understand that, as his second, you will ensure that he arrives at the arena or you will take his place.”  The queen warned.  “As you are a guest, I will allow you to withdraw your statement.”
 
   Dominic looked over at Darrius, eyes cold and a slight smile on his face.  Darrius stared back, though there was a hint of doubt in his eyes.  Good.  Dominic thought.  He turned back to the queen.  “I will be his second, Your Majesty.”  He stated again.
 
   “So be it.”  She said.  She looked over at Commander Farrious.  “Please have quarters in the palace set aside for Lord Dominic and Moshanna Deepwood.”
 
   She stood.  “In the morning, this matter will be decided once and for all.”  She stated, and then left the throne room to the bows and curtsies of the assembled nobles.
 
   Darrius glared hatred over at Moshanna and Dominic, then motioned to his followers and stormed out of the hall.
 
   “If you will follow me, you can take your rest.”  Farrious said, gesturing towards a door across the hall.  He leaned close to Dominic as they headed for it.  “Bravely done, my lord, but watch yourself.  Darrius does not forget any slight.”
 
   “You can tell him where I am, if he wishes to discuss it.”  Dominic said with a shrug.
 
   Farrious laughed.  “Now that is something I would love to see.”
 
   …
 
   Dominic leaned against the rail on the balcony, staring out on the city, the moon covering the buildings and streets in a soft silvery light.  The cool ocean breeze gently shifted the long silk curtains that hung inside the balcony door.  He closed his eyes, feeling the air move around him; it was refreshing, with just a hint of the sea.
 
   Moshanna was just inside, sitting on one of the cushioned benches in the main room.  He had his sword out, running a sharpening stone along it.  He was focused on what lay ahead, so Dominic gave him his space.
 
   Dominic opened his eyes when there was a gentle knock on the door.  With Farrious’ warning in his mind, he motioned Moshanna to stay seated as he went to the door.  He cautiously opened the door, his hand on his sword.  Standing in the hall was Sister Anatan and a figure in a hooded cloak.
 
   “Forgive me, Lord Dominic, but I have someone who wishes to see Moshanna Deepwood.”  Anatan said.  “The queen has approved this meeting.”
 
   Dominic frowned, but stepped back, allowing the cleric and other person to enter.  He glanced out into the hall, but no one was visible.  Closing the door, he turned back to see Moshanna rise from the bench, facing Anatan and the clocked figure.
 
   The figure reached up and pushed back the hood.  Dominic saw that it was the woman who had been standing behind Darrius.  He saw Moshanna smile, though he appeared slightly nervous, something Dominic had not seen in him before.
 
   “I will leave now, but will return shortly.”  Anatan said, heading back towards the door.  “You have fifteen minutes.”  Moshanna nodded, though he did not take his eyes off of the woman.
 
   “You must remain here, my lord.”  Anatan whispered to Dominic.  “You are a man of honor, so your presence will allow you to state that nothing improper took place, if this meeting were to become known.”  After Dominic nodded, she left.
 
   Moshanna and the woman had sat down on two of the benches, facing each other.  Moshanna looked over at Dominic.  “This is Sharin, Dominic.”  He said, his voice full of emotion.
 
   “Greetings, my lord.”  Sharin said politely.
 
   “My lady.”  Dominic replied, nodding his head.
 
   “What are you doing here, Sharin?”  Moshanna asked.  “It could be dangerous.  What if Darrius finds out?”
 
   “He is out with his sycophants, as usual.”  She said, a frown on her face.  “He is rarely home, so I am not sure he cares any longer what I do.”
 
   “Still, you should not have taken the chance.”  Moshanna said.  “We could have met after the duel, when what he wants no longer matters.”
 
   “And if he wins, Moshanna?”  Sharin asked, tears coming unbidden to her eyes.  “I could not bear to be this close and not see you.  Especially if things go wrong tomorrow.”
 
   “I am not afraid, Sharin.”  Moshanna said, taking her hand.  “Seeing you reminds me of what I am fighting for.”
 
   “Do not take him lightly, Moshanna.”  Sharin said, covering his hand with her other one.  “He is a deadly swordsman.”
 
   “So am I, Sharin.”  Moshanna stated, resting his other hand on hers.  “And I will be fighting for love.”
 
   She smiled at that and their conversation stopped.  Dominic leaned back against the wall, watching as they simply sat there, holding hands, lost in each other’s eyes, until Anatan returned.
 
   …
 
   Down by the docks, Darrius made his way into the drainage tunnels, his followers close behind.  He held his torch high, lighting his path, moving forward and trying to ignore the dripping water and slippery stones.  After a few minutes of walking, they came into the large opening where several of the tunnels came together.
 
   “So, are we ready?”  An inhuman voice said, echoing against the hard stone.  Darrius watched as a demon stepped away from the crowd of men who were filling the opening.  The demon approached Darrius, who tried to remain calm, despite the creeping fear.
 
   “There is a change in plans.”  Darrius said.  “It is something that can work to our advantage.”
 
   The demon listened as Darrius spoke, a smile playing on its lips, as it liked what it was hearing.
 
   …
 
    “You are requested at the queen’s box, my lord.”  The servant told Dominic, pointing up the stairs of the arena.
 
   “I will be ready in a moment.”  He replied, turning back to his check of Moshanna’s armor.  Satisfied that everything was in place, he pulled Moshanna close.  “Remember to stay focused.  You cannot afford to think of anything but the moment.”
 
   “I know, Dominic.”  Moshanna said grimly, looking across the dirt floor of the arena at Darrius, who was lazily twirling his sword, a smile on his face.  “If I fall, tell Tomaris that I am sorry I failed him.”
 
   “I would rather not make the trip to the Keep, Moshanna, so do not fall.”  Dominic said.  He extended his hand.  “Luck be with you.”
 
   Moshanna shook his hand.  “It has been my honor to be your companion, Dominic Demonhunter.”
 
   Dominic nodded.  “And it has been mine to know you, Moshanna Deepwood, Captain of Tomaris’ Guard.”
 
   With that, he went over to the stairs that led off the arena floor.  As he climbed out, servants placed wooden barriers over the stairs, ensuring that the combatants could not flee.
 
   He went over to the box where the queen was sitting.  It was raised above the nearby seats, ensuring a clear view of the arena floor, and covered, providing shade.  A large stone chair was in the center of the box, the other seating, stone benches.  The queen was in the chair, talking with Farrious, who was standing directly behind the chair.
 
   “Join me, Lord Dominic.”  She said, pointing to the bench next to the chair.  He saw Lord Bacus on the other side of the chair.  “In single combat amongst nobles, the seconds sit with the queen to ensure that they remain out of the fight.”
 
   Dominic took his seat, looking out over the arena.  He saw that the arena was full, mostly nobles, with Queen’s Guard stationed throughout.  There were clerics sitting here and there, interacting with the people near them.  Sister Anatan and Sharin were in the queen’s box, sitting below Bacus.  Taric and Halana were sitting together just below the queen’s box.
 
   The queen stood and a trumpeter sounded his horn.  Once quiet fell on the arena, she gestured to Farrious.  He stepped forward and shouted, his voice carrying across the arena.  “This is a duel between Lord Darrius Oceansong and Moshanna Deepwood.  It is sanctioned by the queen, so none may interfere, under the penalty of death.  There will be no quarter asked or given.  The contest is over when one of the combatants is dead.”
 
   Farrious stepped back and the queen stepped forward, raising her hand.  Moshanna and Darrius watched her until she dropped her hand, and then moved towards each other, swords at the ready.
 
   Dominic watched as they closed, Darrius saying something to Moshanna, who ignored it.  In a sudden clash, they engaged, swords flashing as they moved.  After a flurry of blows, they separated, a deadly focus on both of their faces.
 
   Moshanna feinted, then charged.  His sword went low, the blade moving at a blur, Darrius barely turning the blow.  Moshanna threw himself back as Darrius’ sword curled around from his defense, counter-attacking, the blade going high.
 
   They circled each other, probing each other’s defense, attacking when they could.  In a sudden clash, they slammed into each other, and then spun away.  Dominic could see blood on Moshanna’s arm, while Darrius was favoring his right leg.
 
   As Moshanna began to close again, Darrius suddenly shouted.  “NOW!”
 
   Chaos erupted in the arena as Darrius’ men suddenly rose up and attacked the Queen’s Guardsmen, catching them by surprise.  Out of the corner of his eye, Dominic saw Bacus move.  Reacting, he leapt in front of the queen, reaching out and stopping Bacus’ dagger inches for her chest.  Straining against Bacus to keep the dagger away, Dominic kicked him low, driving him back a bit.  Before he could do anything else, Farrious’ war hammer whistled past his head, catching Bacus in the chest and ripping him from Dominic’s hands as he flew back.  He tumbled onto the arena seats, chest crushed.
 
   “Protect the queen!”  Farrious bellowed, hammer at the ready.  Nearby Queen’s Guardsmen reacted, racing to the queen’s box.
 
   Dominic drew his sword and surveyed the bedlam.  People were fleeing, clogging the exits, while Darrius’ men were attacking the clerics and Queen’s Guard.  Below him, he saw one of the men spin after killing a Guardsman, charging towards Taric and Halana.  Dominic leapt over the two, his sword ready.  Ducking under the man’s swing, he took the man’s legs.  Screaming, the man fell and Dominic finished him with a single thrust to the chest.
 
   “Up near the queen!”  He tersely ordered Taric and Halana as he saw demons and their followers suddenly flow in from the openings around the base of the arena, attacking anyone that got too close.
 
   He glanced down and saw several of Darrius’ men drop into the arena and advance on Moshanna.
 
   “Go, Dominic!”  The queen called to him.  He glanced back to see Farrious organizing the queen’s defense, Sharin safely next to the queen, Anatan, Halana and Taric all glowing in power as the herald blew a distress call on his horn.
 
   Sprinting ahead, he charged into the half-men that appeared, blocking his way to the arena floor.  Moving hard and fast, his sword a blur, he slammed into them, blocking blows with his armor as he struck his sword home.  The two half-men went down.
 
   He started to move forward when he caught sight of an Imp to his right, surrounded in its dark power.  He threw himself to the ground as a bolt of demons’ fire tore past, narrowly missing him.  He rolled and got his feet under him.  The Imp was moving, leveling another blast when a stream of cleric’s fire hit it, driving it back.  He looked up to see the three clerics advancing, striking at the demons and half-men.
 
   Freed from defending against the demon, he leapt onto the arena floor.  He saw that Moshanna was retreating as Darrius and his three men were advancing.  Dominic sprinted over to him.  Darrius was taken aback by his appearance, but then told his men.  “Kill the Demonhunter, but Deepwood is mine.”
 
   Dominic split off from Moshanna, drawing the men away, while Moshanna closed with Darrius.  Dominic ducked under the first man’s blow, moving away as he drew his dagger.  He worked to keep the men to his front.
 
   With a cry, the three charged him.  His mind calm, Dominic waited, moving at the last minute.  He twisted his body as he slipped between two of the men, feeling a blade slide along his breastplate as he drove his dagger into the man’s throat.  Ripping it free, he spun, facing the remaining two men as the other man fell to his knees, hands pressed against his throat.  The other men were more cautious as they split apart, trying to come at Dominic from opposite sides.  Dominic choose the man to his left, meeting his attack, parrying the blow then driving his sword into the man’s shoulder.  He spun away, but could not completely block the other man’s attack.  He felt a line of fire across his arm as the man’s blade caught him.  Ignoring the pain, Dominic charged into the attack, slamming his forearm into the man’s face.  As the man fell back, Dominic’s sword flashed.  The man collapsed as the blow took him in the head.  Dominic jumped over the body and brought his sword down on the remaining man.  Once his last opponent was finished, he turned to find Moshanna.
 
   Moshanna and Darrius were still engaged, their swords moving.  Dominic could see blood on both men, but Darrius looked the worse of the two.  Moshanna moved like a snake, his blade flashing as it caught the light, but Darrius was quick as well.
 
   So caught up in their duel, they did not notice Dominic’s approach.  He came from Darrius’ blind side and brought his sword down.
 
   Darrius screamed and fell back as Dominic’s blade took off his sword hand.  Moshanna took advantage and drove his sword home, his face tight with rage.  Darrius shuddered as the blade struck deep and went still.
 
   “I would have had him soon enough, Dominic.”  Moshanna said, pulling his sword out.
 
   “I know, but now is not the time for polite niceties.”  Dominic said, shaking the blood from his sword.  He pointed to the battle in the stands.  “We have work to do.”
 
   Moshanna nodded and followed Dominic as they raced back towards the queen’s box where the fighting was raging.
 
   


  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter24]Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
   Jake gripped his cloak tighter around him, his breath making a pale mist as he climbed the rocky trail.  He held Dontas’ reins, keeping an eye on Hailyn leading her horse ahead of him.  With a light snow on the ground, the horses were having trouble keeping their footing on the slippery rocks.  They were making their way towards what looked like a ruined castle, perched in the mountains above, its dark towers in stark contrast to the white dusting of snow that hung to them.
 
   As they reached the top of the incline, Hailyn moved forward enough for Jake and the horses to press in next to her.  The lion slipped under the horses, its presence familiar now, and crouched next to Hailyn.  Jake saw her reach out and gently stroke its head while she surveyed the narrow pass that ran up towards the ruins.
 
   “I don’t think the horses can go any further, Jake.”  She said as she turned towards him, snow covering her hood.  “The path is too steep.”
 
   Jake considered the ravine and agreed with her assessment.  Looking around, he saw a small area nearby with a rocky overhang, partially sheltered from the weather.  “We can leave the horses there.”  He replied, pointing.
 
   She nodded, leading her horse over to the area.  Jake followed, with Dontas and the packhorse behind him.  After they had laid out some feed for the horses, they did a quick check of their equipment and supplies.  Jake pulled out his helm and put it on, the metal cold against his head.  When he finished checking his armor and weapons, he slung a small bag of food and water over his shoulder.  He waited until Hailyn indicated that she was ready.
 
   As they started for the pass, the lion followed them.  “No, Daca.”  Hailyn told the cat.  “Stay here.”  The lion regarded her with those large yellow eyes, not moving.  She made a shooing motion with her hand, but the lion simply waited.  She tried to pull the animal back towards the horses, but it drew away from her grasp.  She leaned down and tried to push it back, but it simply licked her face when she was close.
 
   Jake smiled slightly as he watched them.  Over the five days it took them to cross that cold desert valley, Hailyn had been feeding the lion strips of the salted fish that Turlic had supplied them with and now the lion stayed close to her.  Jake was fine with that, since he knew of her love for animals and the fact that he couldn’t stomach the fish.  It had seemed like forever before he was able to get that taste out of his mouth after he tried it.
 
   It was on the second day when Hailyn had decided to name the lion.  They had set up camp, angling a blanket between two rocks the block the wind, and were sitting and talking when the cat came over.  It lay down next to her, its purring a constant rumble.
 
   “Daca.”  She said, gently stroking the lion’s head.
 
   “What?”  Jake asked.
 
   “I was just thinking back on a dog I had when I was a little girl.”  She said with a smile, her eyes far away.  “It was a wonderful dog, friendly and obedient.  The dog’s name was Daca.”  She looked down fondly at the cat.  “I think I will call him Daca.”  Jake had just smiled and shook his head, amused.
 
   The trip itself had not been amusing.  It had been rough going, with seemingly permanent gray clouds blocking the sun and a constant icy wind blowing down from the mountains.  The wind stirred and swirled the fine dirt that coated the valley floor, getting it into everything.  Despite the hardships and Jake’s misgivings, Hailyn was confident that they were getting closer.
 
   “I can feel it, Jake.”  She told him confidently one night, rubbing the bracelet.  “It is growing stronger.”
 
   The constant pulling had led to the mountains and then into the rocky crags where they found themselves.  It was only this morning, when the gray clouds retreated up the mountains just far enough, that they saw the ruins.  They were large, made of a dark stone, built against the side of the mountain.  The wall was falling down in places, but looked to be mostly intact.  They could not see any entrances, so they would have to climb to it and find a way in.
 
   “I think he plans to stay with you, Hailyn.”  Jake said, moving over and wrapping an arm around her.  He could see that she was unhappy, but she finally nodded.
 
   “It will be dangerous for him.”  She said worriedly.  “But since I can’t force him to move, I guess I will just have to watch out for him.”
 
   “Let’s go.”  Jake said gently and started for the pass.
 
   The ravine was a rough passage, with the rocky slope steep and slippery, the rock walls jagged.  Shortly after they began, they were forced to use the walls for support, their boots slipping as they slowly climbed.  Daca did not have their problems, the cat’s claws giving it traction.
 
   It took them longer than expected to reach the ruins, as the wind seemed to funnel down the pass, blowing directly in their faces, while they struggled to maintain their grip as they climbed.  They exited exhausted onto the large rock shelf where the ruins had been built.
 
   The air was growing dark as night fell over the mountains, obscuring their view of the ruins.  They found a large boulder that mostly blocked the wind and sat down behind it to rest.  Jake pulled out the bag of food and water, dividing their rations.  They ate slowly, allowing their bodies to regain strength.  After they consumed their rations, they leaned back against the boulder and talked.
 
   “It is here.”  Hailyn said quietly.  “I know it is.  We just need to find a way in.”
 
   “The place is probably crawling with demons.”  Jake said apprehensively.  “We should try to stay low-profile for as long as possible.  I don’t want to have to fight the whole lot of them, if we can sneak in.”
 
   “I agree, but I doubt that we can get very far without notice.”  She replied.
 
   “I know, but let’s try.”  Jake said.  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.  He took her hand and gave it a squeeze.  “If things go wrong, I want you to run.  Run and keep running until you are safe.”
 
   She smiled at him, touching his face.  “That is a nice sentiment, but I am a cleric of the One, so I cannot run in the face of evil.  We have to have faith that the One will see us through.”
 
   “I hope you are right.”  He said as he stood.  He helped her to her feet.  “Are you ready?  We might as well get started.”
 
   She nodded her head, then reached up and pulled his face close to hers.  “I am glad that we are together, Jake.  If we meet our end, I want you to know that I love you.”
 
   The words took Jake by surprise, but he knew what he had been feeling for her was the same.  “I love you too, Hailyn.”  He leaned forward and kissed her.  They pulled each other close and held each other for a long while.  Finally, they reluctantly broke their embrace.  They gazed into each other’s eyes, relishing the moment, aware that it may be for the last time.
 
   Still holding her hand, Jake started for the ruins, Daca right next to them.  They hurried towards the wall, watching for any sign of movement, but they reached the wall unnoticed.  Jake released Hailyn’s hand and drew his sword.  With Daca moving out front, they made their way down the dark stone wall, looking for a way in.
 
   Suddenly, Daca stopped and begun to growl, a low rumble, as the lion’s body became tense and alert.  Jake pushed Hailyn against the wall and crept forward.  He slid past Daca, trying to see what had disturbed the cat.  The darkness of the night limited his vision, so he continued to move forward slowly.  After a few steps, he suddenly felt a chill completely different than the cold that surrounded him.
 
   Only a few feet in front of him, there was a soft grinding of stone as a hidden door opened.  Jake could just make out the shadowy shape of an Imp.  The demon stepped out from the wall and onto the rock shelf in front of him.
 
   Once Jake sensed that the demon was alone, he gathered his courage and charged it.  The demon seemed to hear Jake at the last moment, spinning in his direction, but Jake’s sword was already in motion.  He felt the sword tug as it severed the demon’s head from its shoulders.  The Imp dropped to the ground, its dark blood visible against the white snow.
 
   Jake cautiously looked in the doorway, seeing only faint torchlight.  He kicked the demon’s head off the shelf, pushing the body after it.  Daca and Hailyn came up to the entrance as Jake stuck his head in, glancing quickly down the long hall on the other side, but it was empty.
 
   He slipped inside, Daca right behind him, followed by Hailyn.  He pushed the stone door shut, then looked at Hailyn.
 
   “This way.”  She whispered, pointing down the hall to their right.  They moved quickly and as quietly as possible.  They went down the hall, their tension heightened as they waited to run into their enemies.  As they cautiously approached an opening on the left, Jake slowed, and then stopped.
 
   After he glanced in, seeing a set of stairs heading up, he started forward and motioned for Hailyn to follow.
 
   “Wait.”  Hailyn said quietly, grabbing his hand.  She closed her eyes, her brows scrunching as she concentrated.  After a moment or two, she opened her eyes.  “We have to go up.”
 
   Jake nodded and started to climb the stairs.  The stairs were in a narrow hall, carved into the black stone, without any torches lit.  They climbed in darkness, the faint light of the torches in the hallway behind them not bright enough to reach the stairs.  Soon, light appeared ahead of them, outlining an opening at the top of the stairs.
 
   Sweating in spite of the cold, Jake glanced out and quickly jerked back.  Down the hall on the left were three Imps, standing together and talking.  He looked back at Hailyn.  He held up three fingers, and then pointed in the direction of the demons.  He saw her nod her understanding.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Jake embraced his magic and leapt into the hall, sending a large blast of his fire racing towards the Imps.  They were unprepared for his attack, his magic raking across them.  One Imp simply exploded into ash, the other two sent writhing to the ground.  Before they could recover, he launched his power down the hall, destroying them, the sound of their demise echoing in the hall.
 
   Turning he saw Hailyn behind him, glowing brightly.  She pointed down the hall, away from where the Imps were.  Jake nodded and she started forward, Daca next to her.  Jake brought up the rear, keeping an eye out for more demons.  He was sure that someone probably heard the noise from the fight.
 
   As he looked around, he noticed that there were openings near the roofline.  He did not know what they were, but it was clear that they opened to the outside as he saw a few flakes of snow drift in. 
 
   Another hallway crossed the one they were in.  Seemingly out of nowhere, a group of five Imps appeared.  The demons were surrounded by their dark power, responding to the sounds of Jake’s fight.  There was a brief second where the two groups simply stared at each other, both surprised to see the other standing there. 
 
   Hailyn reacted first, launching a blistering attack, her power shining brilliantly.  Her power crashed into the demons, ripping one apart and knocking the others away.  Jake followed her attack with one of his own.  The demons attempted to fight back, but could not stand against them.  They quickly destroyed the demons and began to move forward.
 
   Before Jake could take more than a couple of steps, he was struck in the back by demons’ fire, knocking him down.  His magic protected him for the most part, but he did feel as if his back were suddenly sunburned.  He rolled with the blow, rising and launching his magic back.  More Imps were coming down the hallway.  Hailyn stepped up next to him and they fought together.
 
   …
 
   Bruce rode up to the ruins, following the secret path that only the demons knew.  Anale, the girl he kidnapped, rode on another horse behind him.  He had taken the horse from a passing traveler.  He doesn’t need it anymore.  He thought smugly.  I made sure of that.
 
   Bruce shivered as a gust of wind blew, pulling his cloak tight about him.  He was so ready for this little mission to be over.  Besides having to be on a horse for so long, he hated the cold.  I just want to get the sword and head back to where it is warm.
 
   He glanced up at the ruins and stiffened when he saw the flash of golden light through the old windows.  That could only mean clerics.  He started forward and was suddenly stunned by a brilliant burst of blue light in the windows.  There was only one person he knew of that had that type of magic.
 
   Smiling, he pushed his horse into a run, Anale following as he had directed.  This is the day I have been waiting for.  He thought excitedly to himself.
 
   …
 
   Jake deflected the demon’s power in an explosion of light and sound and closed with it.  Despite the fact that the demon looked like a woman, Jake did not hesitate and drove his sword into its chest.  The demon screamed as Jake pulled his sword out, then blasted it with his power.  The demon flew back and burst into ash, the sound overlapping the other sounds of battle.
 
   He turned and saw Hailyn defeat the other demon.  Daca was near her feet, licking at his wounds.  The lion had begun to attack the demons with Jake and Hailyn, his teeth and claws ripping into them.  Kneeling down, Hailyn reached out and healed the cat.
 
   Hailyn and Jake had been fighting their way towards where Hailyn felt the sword was located.  The demons had been coming in waves; once they defeated a band, they were able to move closer to the sword, only to face another group.  He could feel a touch of weariness taking hold.  They needed to find the sword quickly.
 
   “This way, Jake.”  Hailyn said, heading down the corridor, Daca next to her.  Jake ran after her, catching up.  They made their way down the stone hallway.  Suddenly, Hailyn held up her hand and stopped.  She slowly moved forward, her gaze focused towards the wall.  Directly ahead was a narrow corridor, barely large enough to walk down.
 
   “It is down here.”  Hailyn said, holding up her wrist.  Jake saw that the runes on the bracelet were lightly glowing.
 
   Jake nodded and went down the corridor, his power lighting the way.  The corridor extended for fifty to sixty yards, then opened into a small round room.  There was a thick wooden door on the other side.  When Hailyn and Daca joined him, he looked to her.
 
   “It is close.”  She whispered and pointed at the door, the runes on her wrist shining brighter.  “I think it is in the next room.”
 
   Jake nodded and started towards the door, but then stopped.  Behind him, he heard the sounds of demons at the end of the corridor.  He sent a burst of power down the corridor, hearing the clash of magics as it struck a demon.
 
   “Go ahead.”  Hailyn said as she knelt near the corridor opening.  “I will hold them here.”
 
   “We should stay together.”  He stated.
 
   “The demons can only approach one at a time here.”  She said.  “We don’t want to have to fight them in a group.  If this is our only way out, then it is better to hold the passage here.”  She turned back towards the corridor, Daca crouching near her.
 
   “I will get the sword as quickly as possible.”  Jake said, deciding not to argue with her.  “I will be back; stay safe.”
 
   He opened the door and saw a short hallway.  He moved inside, walking slowly, but deliberately.  Ahead of him, he could see a faint white light glowing.  He hurried along and came into a large room, carved directly into the dark stone of the mountain.
 
   Across the room, lying on a stone bench, was the sword.  Jake paused, amazed, when he saw it.  It had an otherworldly quality to it, beautifully crafted, its pommel a rich gold, the grip wrapped in a white leather, with gleaming diamonds embedded in the hilt.  The blade was long, made of a polished metal.  It was the blade that was producing the light the filled the room, glowing faintly.
 
   His excitement overcoming his caution, Jake headed for the sword.  Before he could make it halfway across the room, a tremendous blast of demons’ fire streaked in from his left, slamming into him.  The blow knocked him off his feet, sending him sliding across the floor.  With his magic not focused, the dark power slipped past his defenses, burning into his skin.  Jake let out a cry of pain, but rolled to his feet, pulling in his power as he stood to face the demon.
 
   This demon was unlike any other he had encountered.  It was not tall, but was heavily muscled, its arms and legs exposed by its short robe bulging, smooth and hairless.  Its face had human features on it, normal looking eyes, nose and lips, but its ears were sharp and pointed.  The dark hair on its head and its pitch-black eyes contrasted with its pale gray skin.  Its dark power pulsed as it stepped towards Jake.
 
   “Did you think it would be unguarded, mortal?”  The demon said, its eyes fixed on Jake.  “We are prepared for one far more powerful than you.”
 
   Behind the pale demon, Jake saw two of the red male demons enter the room.  They began to spread out, moving to close off any avenue of retreat, though he noticed that the demon on his right, closest to the sword, shied away from it, never getting too close.  Remembering the surge of power that occurred on the island, he knew he needed to get to the sword or at least get closer if he was going to survive.
 
   He fired a bolt of blue fire at the demon in front of him, his power forcing the demon back a step.  He tried to move as he struck, angling towards the sword, but the red demons attacked, forcing him back.  He was barely able to turn their blasts, the fire staggering him.  The pale demon struck again before he could adjust, knocking him back, its power sizzling as it clashed with his.  Jake sent a wave of fire out to his front, and then tried to sprint to the sword.  He dodged the demons’ fire and got closer to the sword.  He felt his power begin to surge, but the nearest red demon leapt forward and caught his arm.  It flung him back, sending him tumbling across the floor.  His armor protected him from serious injury, though he was shaken as he rose.
 
   Before he could set himself, the pale demon surged forward and struck him with its fist, sending him flying back, slamming into the wall.  The impact knocked the wind from him, sending him to his hands and knees.  His armor had held, but he was dazed from the blow and could not seem to focus his power.
 
   As he struggled to rise, he saw the pale demon advancing on him, a triumphant smile on its face.  The other demons were advancing as well.  He desperately tried to bring his magic to focus as the pale demon raised its fist, its power focused into a swirling ball of darkness.
 
   Before the demon could release its power, twin bolts of inky black fire, their passage cracking the air, struck the two red demons from behind, sending them reeling, their flesh burning.  The pale demon spun and unleashed its fire.  There was a clash of power that shook the room, then the pale demon was struck, staggering back from the blow.
 
   Suddenly, the three demons began to scream, their bodies shuddering.  To Jake, it seemed as if dark motes of ash were lifting off the demons and flowing towards the back of the room.  The demons writhed on the ground, their limbs flailing, as the flow of the motes increased.  The demons suddenly collapsed, as if they were balloons that were deflated.
 
   Jake struggled back to his feet, pulling in his power.  He looked across the room and saw a figure in a dark hooded robe standing in the doorway across the room, shuddering.  “That is always a rush.”  Jake heard the figure say.
 
   The figure started towards him.  Incongruently, a pretty girl around sixteen followed the figure into the room, but went to stand against the wall when the figure pointed.
 
   “Hello, Jake.”  The figure said as it pushed back its hood.
 
   Jake, startled to hear his name, was more surprised to see that it was a younger man, maybe in his late twenties.  He was slim, with a receding hairline pushing back his dark hair.  His face was plain, with dark eyebrows and a thin mustache.  He had thin lips and his cheeks were slightly pitted with scars from teenage acne.  As Jake studied him, he saw that the irises of the man’s eyes were solid black, as if they were just large pupils.
 
   “Who are you?”  Jake asked cautiously, unsure of what to think about this man.
 
   “My name is Bruce Talia.  You may have heard my name.”  The man replied, a friendly smile on his face.
 
   “Bruce Talia?”  Jake questioned in disbelief.  “The kid who vanished in the Black Hole Woods?”
 
   “Black Hole Woods?”  Bruce said, confused.  “I was in Anderson’s Grove when I was pulled here.”
 
   “That is what they called Anderson’s Grove after you vanished.”  Jake explained.
 
   “Fitting enough name, I guess.”  Bruce said with a laugh.  “I wonder what they call it now that you disappeared.”
 
   Jake shook his head.  “I hadn’t given it much thought.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Jake.”  Bruce said.  “We need to discuss what we should do next.”
 
   “What do you mean?”  Jake asked carefully.
 
   “Look, Jake, between us, we can destroy the demons.”  Bruce said, coming closer.  “Think about it.  We would be free of them, able to do as we wished.”
 
   “I am all for destroying the demons, if we can.”  Jake replied.  “How would we do that?”
 
   “I was thinking that we could work together as partners.”  Bruce stated, excitement on his face.  “Working together with our powers, we can overcome any demons in our path.  I even know where the demon lord resides.  If we take him out, the other demons will fall soon enough.”
 
   “I want my friends to be able to live their lives without worrying about them.”  Jake replied.  “With the sword, I’m sure we will have enough power to defeat all of them.”  He started to go over to where the sword was laying.
 
   “I can’t let you have the sword, Jake.”  Bruce said, suddenly frowning, moving to cut him off.
 
   Jake stopped, confused.  “Why not?”
 
   “I said we would be partners.”  Bruce responded.  “If you have the sword, then you may have too much power.  A partnership should be between equals, or at least, near-equals.”
 
   “But with the sword, we can defeat the demons and maybe go home.”  Jake protested.
 
   “Go home?”  Bruce said, distaste twisting his mouth.  “Why would we want to go back to Earth?  Think about it; we could rule here.  Once the demons were gone, there would be no one to oppose us.  We would be kings, able to do whatever we want.”
 
   “Rule?  Kings?”  Jake repeated, dumbfounded.  “Dude, are you crazy?  I just want to go home.”
 
   Jake started for the sword, but stopped when Bruce was suddenly surrounded by the same dark power as the demons.  He pulled in his own power, his blue aura shining brightly.
 
   “Get out of my way.”  Jake demanded.
 
   “Jake, don’t be stupid.”  Bruce said.  “You can’t beat me.  I don’t want to have to mess you up, but I will if you try to take the sword.”
 
   Jake replied with a blast of power, his cobalt fire slamming into Bruce in a conflagration of opposing powers.  Bruce retreated a couple of steps, and then fired back, black fire roaring.  Jake tried to deflect the power, but it was strong, as strong as anything he faced.  He staggered back, and then attacked again.
 
   They fought, their magics colliding and exploding in fury.  Jake could not gain any advantage while Bruce was able to keep on the attack.  After a series of attacks, Jake was knocked off his feet when a huge blast of darkness caught him a second before he could fully deflect it.  He rolled with the blow, making it back to his knees when Bruce held up a hand to halt the fighting.
 
   “See, Jake, I told you.”  He said, his tone mocking.  “You can’t beat me and all you are going to do is tire yourself out.”
 
   Jake frowned at that and started to rise.
 
   “Before you do something stupid, let me ask you something.”  Bruce said.  “Why do you think we were brought here?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it wasn’t to rule over these people.”  Jake stated.
 
   “I have been told why.”  Bruce said.  “It is not for our ability to wield power, at least not the power we are fighting with.”
 
   “What then?”  Jake asked, trying to buy time to think of a way to get to the sword.
 
   “We have a special power here.”  Bruce said, his eyes suddenly bright.  “We can absorb life energies.”
 
   Jake shook his head, but Bruce continued.  “How do you think I defeated the demons?  I took their life force from them and absorbed it.   That is why I am so powerful.  I take it and use it.”
 
   Jake froze in shock as he listened.  He thought back at what happened when he used his life force in the woods against the demons and half-men.  Both Jonas and Tomaris thought that he had somehow taken Jonas’ life force to replace what he had used.  That unusual crawling sensation he felt on the return trip from Creatos’ fortress?  Could that have been the life forces of the people near him?  He was not sure he wanted the answer to those questions.
 
   “You saw what I did, didn’t you?”  Bruce asked as he saw the sudden worry in Jake’s eyes.  “You could see the demons’ life force as I took it, I know it.”
 
   Jake reluctantly nodded, recalling those dark motes that flowed away from the demons.
 
   “There is another thing about our power that is cool.”  Bruce said, eyes focused on Jake’s face.  “If you lightly pull on someone’s life force, like this…”
 
   Jake felt himself tense as he felt an odd sensation in his chest, like a string attached to his heart was being pulled.  He was unexpectedly aware of Bruce in a way he had not been just seconds ago.
 
   “Now, release your magic.”  Bruce said, his voice seeming to reverberate in Jake’s mind.  That makes perfect sense.  Jake thought, nodding, letting his power go.  “We are going to leave the sword and you will come with me.”
 
   “When we leave, you will-” Bruce began, but leapt back cursing as the sinewy body of Daca raced past Jake, the lion launching itself into the air, claws extended.  The lion’s claws dragged against Bruce’s chest, drawing blood.  The lion landed and spun around.
 
   As soon as Bruce had leapt back, Jake felt that sensation of the string around his heart snap back like a rubber band.  He doubled over, his head spinning and stomach clenching with nausea.  He could distinctively remember the commanding influence that Bruce had over him.  He tried to recall his magic, but his spinning head made it impossible.
 
   Without a pause, Daca leapt at Bruce again.  Bruce threw himself back and was able to react this time, his dark fire flying from his hand and striking the lion in its hindquarter.  The lion let out a cry of pain as the dark magic burned into its flesh.  Daca landed awkwardly, its back legs injured, but still turned and leapt a final time.
 
   Bruce brought his hands up and launched a blast of power.  His fire swept over Daca, blasting the lion back and killing it, its body tumbling to the ground, smoldering.
 
   Bruce lightly touched his chest, grimacing at the pain.  He saw Jake trying to rise, moved over and knelt down near him.  “Let’s try that again.”  He said confidently.
 
   Jake felt that odd sensation again and Bruce started to speak.  “You will-” That was all he said before he was blasted back by a brilliant bolt of golden-white clerics’ fire.
 
   The rebound of the sensation drove Jake to the ground, the vertigo returning and his stomach heaving.  He rolled to his side to see Bruce stand back up, his body steaming.
 
   “That freaking hurt!”  He said sharply.  His face turned hard.  “I will make you sorry you did that, cleric.”  With that, he sent a bolt of dark fire racing past Jake.
 
   Jake heard the loud clash of conflicting power behind him.  He turned his head and saw Hailyn near the doorway, shining like an intense golden flame, the runes on her wrist glowing white-hot.
 
   She attacked Bruce, trying to move closer to Jake.  Bruce defended, countering with his black power.  The air seemed to shudder from the explosion of sound and light, the clashing energies crackling and lashing the air.   They continued a non-stop barrage of magic, each trying to overcome the other.
 
   Every time Jake started to rise, he felt the tug and snap of Bruce trying to control him, driving him back down.  Dry heaving, he crawled back to his knees and strove to stand.  If he could get to his feet, he would use his sword since he was unable to access his magic.  His frustration at being unable to help Hailyn drove him mad.  He tried to force himself to overcome the vertigo that was keeping him down.
 
   As he got to his knees, he heard a tremendous explosion, and then Hailyn cry out close behind him.  He could not see her, but tried to force his body to get up.  Before he could rise, he saw Bruce look towards him and felt that tugging sensation start again.  But at the same time the sensation started, he felt Hailyn’s hand come down on his neck, her power flowing into his body.  Suddenly, her power surged through him, pure heat racing down that invisible string that was tugging at his chest.  She fell back gasping, her hand coming free, as Bruce suddenly screamed.  Jake felt the tugging sensation rebound once more.
 
   Jake saw Bruce collapse and roll on the ground in agony, his skin cracked and smoking, face a steaming mass of blisters.  Hailyn’s power must have been pulled inside him.  Jake thought with satisfaction as he tried to stand.
 
   Even though her power had helped, he was off-balance as he stood, his head still spinning slightly.  As he tried to step forward, he stumbled to his right, reaching out to stop himself as he began to fall.  His hand struck something metal, followed by a brilliant flash of light.  Looking at his hand, he saw that he had stumbled over to the stone table and his hand was resting on the hilt of the sword.
 
   The blade flared when he touched the sword and he felt a heat spread up from the sword into his body.  As the heat surged, his mind cleared and his body regained its strength.  Wrapping his fingers around the hilt, he lifted the sword.  He was shocked when he felt the lightness of the sword; it barely seemed to have any weight at all.
 
   Jake embraced his magic, feeling it flood into his body in huge amounts.  Without another thought, he strode over to where Bruce was writhing on the ground.  Looking down at him, Jake brought the sword back over his shoulder.  Through his pain, Bruce saw Jake standing over him.  “No, Jake!”  He cried out, raising his hand.  “Don’t do it!”
 
   Jake, recalling what Bruce had done to Daca, as well as to him and Hailyn, ignored the plea and brought the sword down.  As the blade stuck Bruce, its light flared, a blinding flash of white fire that tore through his body.  With a final pitiful cry, he exploded into ash, the detonation stunning the chamber with sound.
 
   Driven back by the blast, Jake caught himself as he tripped and almost went down.  He straightened and saw the girl standing against the wall.  She was shaking and her face was a mask of terror.  “We won’t hurt you.”  He said gently.  “You will be safe with us.”  The girl nodded nervously, tears streaming down her face.  Jake turned around to go to Hailyn.
 
   “Hailyn!”  He cried when he saw her on the ground, her skin covered with burns, her eyes closed.  He ran over to her, dropping the sword and kneeling next to her, pulling her close.  “Wake up, Hailyn!”  He begged her.
 
   When she did not respond, he held her tightly, tears coming to his eyes.  He was at a loss, his mind frozen, unable to think clearly.  He closed his eyes, his heart breaking.
 
   “Jake.”  He heard her softly say his name.
 
   “Hailyn!”  He cried out, pulling away enough to look down at her face.  Despite the burns, he was overjoyed see her awake.  “Thank God you’re alive!”
 
   “Jake.”  She said again, her hand reaching up and touching his face.  “I can’t seem to call up my power; I am too weak.  Without it, I don’t think I will make it.  You must leave me behind.”
 
   “No!”  Jake said harshly.  “I will carry you, if that is what it takes.”
 
   “There are still demons around, Jake.”  She said quietly.  “You can’t carry me and fight them at the same time.  The sword is what is important.  Take it to Tomaris and return home.”
 
   “Why are you saying this, Hailyn?”  Jake said.  “I’m not going to leave you.”
 
   “Jake, I love you.”  She said simply.  “I want you to survive.  To do that, you must leave me.”
 
   Shaking his head, feeling suddenly adrift, Jake closed his eyes, tears trickling down his cheeks.  He tried to think of a way to save both of them, but could not seem to focus, his chest tight.  He was overwhelmed and devastated by the thought of losing Hailyn.
 
   As he sat there, gently cradling Hailyn, a voice sounded in his mind, cutting through his emotion.  Use the sword.  The voice said, the same warm and gentle voice that had come to him in his dream.
 
   Startled out of his sorrow, Jake pulled the sword over and placed the hilt in Hailyn’s right hand.  At first nothing happened, but then both the runes on the bracelet and the sword began glowing, pulsing in time.  The light spread from her hand and slowly covered her body.  As Jake held her and watched, her burns faded, her respiration improved.  After a few more moments, the light faded and she was whole again.
 
   Rising slowly, Jake reached down and helped her up.  He kissed her and pulled her close.  He did not know how long they stood there, but he finally broke the embrace.
 
   “Let’s get out of here.”  Jake said, reaching down and lifting the sword.  Hand in hand, they went over to where Anale was waiting.
 
    
 
   Here ends Book 2 of the Jake Thomas trilogy.
 
   Jake's journey concludes in Book 3 – The Eternal Darkness
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